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This dissertation examines the lives of trans men and their experiences with pathways to
or avoidance of the criminal justice system. I used feminist criminological theory, specifically
feminist pathways theory, as well as queer criminological theory, and intersectionality to explore
these men’s experiences with child abuse, sexual victimization, homelessness, the presence of
support systems, and coping strategies. Through the use of 27 semi-structured, in-depth phone
interviews with trans men across the United States, I find common experiences among those who
have been incarcerated (15) and those who have not (12). Regarding trans men’s pathways to
offending, I find similar victimization and homelessness experiences among the fifteen men in
the previously incarcerated group. Additionally, I find that the fifteen men who were previously
incarcerated continue to face victimization, discrimination, and prejudice in the criminal justice
system and upon their reentry to society. Victimization and discrimination in all four stages of
the criminal justice system—arrest, sentencing, incarceration, and reentry—are all discussed in
detail. Though many of the trans men in this study who have not been incarcerated faced similar
victimization experiences to the previously incarcerated group, I find that the availability of
social support and positive relationships, as well as positive coping mechanisms moderate the

relationship between victimization and involvement in the criminal justice system. Furthermore,
racial bias against transgender offenders in the criminal justice system is well-documented
among cisgender offenders, specifically Black males. This dissertation too finds possible racial
bias toward the Black and Hispanic trans men in the study. Race and ethnicity could also
influence the access to resources and social support necessary to avoid arrest. Importantly, this
dissertation extends the use of feminist pathways theory to populations other than girls and
women and establishes the importance of intersectionality to criminological studies. Overall, this
dissertation also demonstrates the need for more social support and resources for trans men,
especially for trans men of color and those who have experienced common pathways to the
criminal justice system.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
The prison industrial complex is “arranged in such a manner that the most vulnerable
populations in society are the ones that are most negatively affected” (Stanley and Smith
2015:187).
The corrections system in the United States today is broken (Alexander 2010; Davis
2003) and the horrendous conditions of our corrections system are only magnified for vulnerable
populations. One especially vulnerable population within our corrections system are transgender
people. The term transgender, or trans, is used to described a person whose gender identity does
not align with the sex they were assigned at birth (as opposed to cisgender, which refers to those
whose gender identity does align with the sex they were assigned at birth). While research has
been done on transgender people in some areas of sociology (e.g., health—see Johnson 2015,
Johnson, Hill, Beach-Ferrara, Rogers, and Bradford 2019; masculinity—see Abelson 2016, 2019
and Rogers 2019, 2020; religion—see Stone 2018b and Mathers, Sumerau, and Cragun 2018;
and sexuality—see Scheim, Adam, And Marshall 2017), many scholars have noted the little
research that has focused on trans people’s involvement in or avoidance of the criminal justice
system (Buist and Lenning 2016; Ball 2014, 2016; Ball, Buist, and Woods 2014; Jauk 2013;
Lenning and Buist 2018; Miller and Grollman 2015; Mogul, Ritchie, and Whitlock 2011;
Peterson and Panfil 2014; Schilt and Lagos 2017; Stanley and Smith 2015; Stotzer 2009). Even
less research has been conducted on the topic of incarcerated trans men.
1

According to The Williams Institute, today there are approximately 1.4 million adults (.6
percent of the United States population) in the United States who identify as trans, and this
number does not include the growing number of children who do not identify within the binary
gender system. Trans men make up about half of this population; however, most research in
criminology (and other social sciences) that addresses trans issues have focused on trans women
(Rosenblum 1999). Despite the substantial number of trans people living in the United States
today, trans people have been rendered almost entirely invisible since the time of colonization
(Evans-Campbell et al. 2012; Serano 2016). While some Native American tribes recognized that
gender could not be classified as a binary, European colonizers strictly enforced a gender binary
system—male/men and female/women (Serano 2016). It has only been in recent decades that
trans people in the United States have begun to receive media attention and scholarship has
slowly started to develop a better understanding of the experiences of trans people. The
continued invisibility of transgender people in the United States has facilitated horrendous
conditions for transgender people across social institutions such as health care (Bauer et al. 2009;
Grant et al. 2011; Bradford et al. 2013; Kattari and Hasche 2016), housing (Grant et al. 2011;
Bradford et al. 2013; Levitt and Ippolito 2014), employment (Factor and Rothblum 2007; Grant
et al. 2011; Bradford et al. 2013; Levitt and Ippolito 2014), and in the corrections system of this
country (Edney 2004; Brown McDuffie 2009; Routh 2015; Chessher 2018).
One critical challenge to influencing policy is the lack of visibility of trans issues in the
criminal justice system. According to Lorber (1994:10), “the prime paradox of gender is that in
order to dismantle the institution you must first make it visible.” To make gender more visible in
the criminal justice system, I echo and elevate the voices of trans men who have largely been
ignored (Nash 2008). “Those who have experienced discrimination speak with a special voice to
2

which we should listen” (Matsuda 1987:324). The more known about the pathways to
incarceration, lived experiences within correctional facilities, and reentry experiences once
released, the better these issues can be addressed. For this study, incarceration is defined as
having gone through the in-take process at a correctional facility and spending at least one night.
Because much of the discrimination and humiliation faced by trans men in correctional facilities
occurs during the strip search, housing, and classification process (Robinson 2011; Sevelius and
Jenness 2017; Sexton, Jenness, and Sumner 2010; Stohr 2015), I include men who have spent as
few as 12 hours in jail up to those who have spent 10 years in prison. In this study, I bring trans
men into the conversations about incarceration and its negative effects on vulnerable
populations. It is clear that our fragmented criminal justice system negatively impacts all people
who are incarcerated, but these impacts are likely magnified for trans men inmates across a
variety of issues, ranging from legal representation, health care, and mental health. This study
also addresses factors such as support systems present in trans men’s lives that play a role in
avoiding incarceration.
Current criminal justice policies and laws in the United States were created in a way that
ignores the existence and needs of transgender people (Brown and McDuffie 2009; Routh 2015;
Kayleigh Smith 2015). For example, men’s and women’s jails and prisons are set up on the
binary assumption that all males are men and all females are women. This erroneous assumption
may have dangerous consequences, that is, potentially increasing the odds of victimization and
other negative outcomes (e.g. use of solitary confinement for “safety,” denial of appropriate
healthcare, lack of access to gender-appropriate garments) for trans people in jails and prisons
(Chessher 2018; Haney 2018; Law 2017; Peek 2004).
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Binary assumptions and their dangerous consequences for trans people are particularly
relevant because the data available indicates a surprisingly high number of trans people will
spend at least some time in in the correctional system (Grant, Mottet, Tanis, Harrison, Herman,
and Keisling 2011). Due to the difficultly of gaining access to inmate information, only rough
estimates exist for those who are incarcerated and identify as trans. According to Grant, et al.
(2011), 16 percent of trans and gender non-conforming people in the United States have been
sent to jail or prison at some point in their lives. This compares to only about 2.7 percent of the
general population, a statistic which indicates trans people are roughly five times more likely to
be incarcerated than cis people.
One explanation of the disproportionate rate of incarceration for trans people is the
criminalization of homelessness and discrimination in workplaces and schools leading to higher
rates of contact with law enforcement (National Center for Transgender Equality 2018). In
addition, once incarcerated, 15 percent of trans inmates report being sexually assaulted by other
inmates or staff (Grant et al. 2011), compared to 4% of the general incarcerated population (BJS
2014; Jenness, Maxson, Matsuda, and Sumner 2007). Relatedly, criminal justice policy in the
United States continues to largely ignore the influence of victimization on offending. Criminal
justice policy continues to create a binary—the binary of guilty or innocent—with little
consideration of circumstances. This oversight in criminal justice policy harms trans people
disproportionately. There is a connection between victimization and offending behaviors for
trans people who experience childhood abuse and sexual assault, transphobic violence and rape
in adulthood, and other forms of brutality throughout their lives (Factor and Rothblum 2007;
Grant et al. 2011; Goldblum et al. 2012; Testa, Sciacca, Wang, Hendricks, Goldblum, Bradford,
and Bongar 2012; Jauk 2013; Mitchell, Ybarra, and Korchmaros 2014; Miller and Grollman
4

2015). Based on existing work with cisgender individuals (Daly 1992; Belknap and Holsinger
2006; Gehring 2018; Jones, Brown, Wanamaker, and Greiner 2014; Salisbury and Van Voorhis
2009; Topitzes, Mersky, and Reynolds 2011), it seems plausible that such victimization
experiences might lead trans people to offending behavior as is well-established by the feminist
pathways perspective as it relates to offending among girls and women.
The binary schema of victim or offender becomes obvious when courts do not consider
the victimization experiences surrounding trans men’s offending. Criminal justice policy
narrowly constructs victims and offenders, and somehow the two rarely seem to overlap. A brief
look at the violence against trans people in the United States demonstrates that this distinction
between victim and offender, innocent and guilty is a lot more complex than our policies and
courts have thus recognized. In fact, I first became interested in the topic of this study after
learning about the case of Ky Peterson in Georgia. Ky’s case is a clear example of this binary
between victim and offender. His case also demonstrates the importance of an intersectional
perspective and understanding pathways to crime.
Ky, a young Black trans man from the Deep South, was convicted of manslaughter and
sentenced to 20 years in prison after he was attacked and raped in the fall of 2011. Ky was
walking home in Americus, Georgia (a small rural town in southwest Georgia) when he was
attacked and knocked unconscious. Ky woke up to his attacker on top of him, raping him.
Because Ky had been raped before, he started carrying a gun on him at all times. Ky used this
gun and shot and killed his attacker in self-defense. Ky’s story is not an unusual one for trans
men who are incarcerated. Despite clear evidence of the use of self-defense, Ky received a long
sentence due, in part, to mandatory minimum sentencing in the state of Georgia (Freedom
Overground, Corp. 2017; Law 2017; NBC News 2019(b)).
5

Contributions of this Dissertation
This dissertation examines the nexus between victimization and offending behaviors
among trans people, using the feminist pathways literature as a framework. Specifically, it will
examine how childhood abuse and sexual assault, as well as transphobia can lead to
victimization and discrimination. These negative experiences can develop pathways to offending
among trans individuals. The evaluation of pathways to offending among trans men is something
not often seen in the criminology literature to date. In addition, push and pull factors of the
criminal justice system are examined to understand what leads trans men to or veers them away
from incarceration. For the 15 men in this study who were incarcerated, this dissertation also
aims to understand how trans men are treated while incarcerated and the experiences faced
during the reentry process. For the 12 men in this study who were not previously incarcerated,
this work examines the influence support systems and multiple positive relationships have on
avoiding the criminal justice system.
Given the connection between victimization, trauma, and criminality for trans men, my
goal is to expand feminist pathways perspective to account for offending among trans men. In
1992, Kathleen Daly created feminist pathways perspective to move past the limitations of
mainstream criminological theory to understand precursors to cis women’s criminal behavior. At
the time, theories of crime did not consider the influence prior victimization had on offending,
something now known to play a key role in explaining women’s criminal behavior. Daly moved
the field of criminology forward by showing that larger societal forces impacted cis women’s
path to crime (Burgess-Proctor 2006; Wattanaporn and Holtfreter 2014). Often the violence
perpetrated by cis women was out of self-defense, or at minimum a reaction to past
victimization. Thus, the pathways (i.e. sexual victimization, child abuse, homelessness) to
6

criminal behavior for cis women were not the same as for cis men. Today these pathways have
become a central focus of criminological research (Burgess-Proctor 2006; Wattanaporn and
Holtfreter 2014).
In this study, I further add to the existing literature by expanding and reconsidering use of
criminological theory to understand precursors of criminal behavior, specifically among trans
men. I explain how discrimination and victimization often predate offending among trans men,
creating a “blurred boundary” (Belknap 2007; Daly 1992) between victim and offender status.
To my knowledge, this theoretical perspective has not been applied to trans men.
Feminist criminologists in the 1980s and 1990s demanded that women be the center of
inquiry in criminology. It was no longer acceptable to “add gender and stir”—to apply existing
research of criminality among men to women (Daly and Chesney-Lind 1988). The breaking
point has now come regarding trans individuals. It is no longer acceptable to “add queer and stir”
(Ball 2014), using existing research of criminality among cis people and applying it to trans
people. It is necessary to understand why and how trans people offend and why they do not.
Trans men in this study often experienced similar pathways to cisgender girls and women in the
original pathways literature, including homelessness. However, the men in this study mostly
experienced homelessness because they were kicked out of their homes, rather than ran away,
like the girls in the original pathways samples. In addition, it is imperative to understand how
and why victimization often predates crime, creating those blurred boundaries between
victimization and offending (as seen when women were becoming the subjects of criminological
research). Theories which take an intersectional perspective on gender, like queer criminological
theory often does, are perhaps better equipped to explain a phenomenon. While pathways
perspective re-centered women to the conversation, it is now time to move theory forward by
7

understanding how trans identities, sexuality, race, socioeconomic status, geographic location,
etc. intersect with offending and incarceration to complicate this perspective.
In this dissertation, not only do I consider gender identity and its influence on
experiences with the criminal justice system, I also look at ways in which race may influence the
experience. Gender scholars sometimes fail to compare the differences between other distinct
characteristics of their samples, like race (Potter 2015:3) Similarly, Britton argues, “in
criminology, scholars have gone about measuring crime and victimization as if these behaviors
were readily apparent, uncontested, and invariant in their meaning across social groups”
(2000:66). Because racial groups are seemingly distinct, one can’t assume factors that contribute
to crime, individual responses to crime, and punishment and sentencing by the criminal justice
system are similar. “The same could be said for sex or gender and for the interaction of
race/ethnicity and sex/gender and other identities and statuses [such as geographic region].
These identities and statuses, as well as the designation of acts as crime and the practices in the
criminal justice systems, are social constructs” (Potter 2015:3, emphasis in original).
Variations in identity, and the privileges and oppressions that coincide, effect decisions
made on the individual and institutional level. Social norms related to race, class, gender,
sexuality, and geographic region influence our expectations of what it means to be a man or
woman. These expectations vary by race, especially “for African Americans, the relationship
between gender and race is intensified, producing a Black gender ideology that shapes ideas
about Black masculinity and Black femininity” (Collins (2005:6). Collins, thus, provides
additional justification for the need to compare racial groups in my analysis. As Potter (2015)
and others have pointed out, often when scholars are discussing race, they fail to include Whites
in the conversation. Not only does being Black in a systemically racist society effect causes,
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responses, and sanctions to crime, so too does being White. As individuals in my sample
illustrate, the relationship between race/ethnicity and the structure of our society certainly played
a role in their experience with the criminal justice system.
Intersectionality is especially important in the field of criminology, as we know disparity
is present at every point of the criminal justice system. In addition, definitions of deviant
behavior, discrimination, and victimization are all based on varying intersecting characteristics.
(Crenshaw 1989; Carbado 2013, 2017 For example, people of color are disproportionately
incarcerated, sentenced to longer terms, and denied bail more often than Whites (Cole, Smith,
DeJong 2017). However, when looking at the intersections of race, class, and gender, it is found
that Black, lower-class men are disproportionately affected by disparities in arrest, sentencing,
and bail decisions (Cole et al 2017). In terms of victimization, women of color are more likely to
experience sexual assault and rape than White women (Gosselin 2018). When taking several
characteristics into account there is a much clearer picture of what victimization, offending, and
disparity in the criminal justice system looks like.
The minimal research to date on trans incarceration largely focuses on trans women,
ignoring the experiences of trans men. Most information and research that correctional facilities
use to determine legal accommodations for trans inmates is based on trans women and their
needs; this usually means that trans men are incarcerated in women’s jails or prisons, are denied
hormones and medications necessary for medical transition, and may even lack the ability to
acquire the type of undergarments that align with their gender identity (Brown and McDuffie
2009; Chessher 2018; Cox 2009; Jenness and Fenstermaker 2014; Lee 2008). Research on trans
men is necessary across all social institutions to improve life conditions of trans men; however, it
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is urgent that consideration of incarcerated trans men is first and foremost as they lack basic
rights and the ability to fight for themselves in many cases.
While academics, lawyers, the judicial system, and politicians leave out trans people in
research and policy, productive change in the criminal justice system remains out of reach. Trans
people must be part of the conversation; their pathways to crime matter when it comes to
prevention of crime, sentencing and classification, and reentry services. This dissertation, then,
will focus on incorporating trans men into the conversation and will examine the pathways into,
within, and out of the criminal justice system, paying particular attention to victimization across
the life course. The original conception of feminist pathways perspective failed to address the
similar pathways trans men and cisgender women face, such as child abuse and sexual
victimization. However, the extension of pathways theory to include trans men also introduces a
new pathway, lack of multiple support systems. Understanding these pathways will only
strengthen our understanding of the motivations of criminality, desistance, and diversion away
from jails and prisons and the best policy implications on ways to move forward for this
vulnerable population of offenders.
Overview of Study
To explain the pathways that may lead to or not lead to incarceration, the incarceration
experience, and affect the reentry process of trans men, I conduct in-depth interviews with two
comparison groups: trans men who have been incarcerated and trans men who have not. For the
incarcerated group of trans men, I explore two overarching research questions: 1) what is the
relationship between trans identity and pathways to incarceration, incarceration experiences, and
barriers to reentry? (2) What role do support systems play in trans men’s experiences with the
criminal justice system? To answer these questions, I first examine the experiences of trans men
10

prior to entering prison or jail. I examine the barriers, issues, and positive experiences related to
their trans identity. I also examine their correctional facility experiences; including
discrimination by correctional officers and inmate, how it affected them, and how their trans
identity influenced their experiences. Finally, I examine trans men’s reentry into society after
incarceration. Specifically, I discuss the struggles they face, the positive experiences, and how
the connection between trans identity and offender status coincide to create additional hardships.
By examining this process over the course of pre-incarceration, incarceration, and postincarceration for trans men, I explain how respondents’ trans identity and serving time in a
correctional facility are connected.
In addition to interviewing previously incarcerated trans men, for comparison purposes, I
also interview trans men who have not been incarcerated. I examine their experiences related to
their trans identity and take an in-depth look at their support systems and positive relationships
growing up, as well as their support systems they currently have in place. This comparison group
allows me to examine how such barriers and positive experiences may influence interactions
with the criminal justice system. I explore two overarching research questions: 1) what are the
negative and positive experiences related to their trans identity? (2) What is the relationship
between support systems—in childhood and adulthood—and avoiding the criminal justice
system? The interview questions for this group are similar to the incarcerated group, with an
extended discussion of support systems and the omission of questions related to incarceration
experiences.
Chapters in this Dissertation
To answer the main research questions for both groups—what is the relationship between
1) trans identity and support systems, 2) support systems and interactions with the criminal
11

justice system, and 3) trans identity and pathways to or avoidance of incarceration, incarceration
experiences, and barriers to reentry? —I provide a discussion of the importance of language
regarding gender and sex, followed by an overview of trans people in the gender population.
Next, I examine the interdisciplinary literature surrounding trans people in the criminal justice
system. While this literature is small, it provides a guide and jumping off point for my study. I
discuss some issues trans youth face in the juvenile justice system and some experiences of trans
adults who have been arrested, sentenced, and have spent time incarcerated, and the barriers they
face when attempting to reintegrate back into society. I then discuss the importance of
geographic location as an intersection worthy of analysis regarding trans men in the sociological
and criminological literature.
Next, I provide a theoretical background for this analysis in Chapter II. Specifically, I
turn to the literature on feminist pathways perspective (Daly 1992), providing an in-depth look at
childhood abuse, homelessness, and sexual victimization as pathways that may lead to
involvement in the criminal justice system. Broadly, I discuss queer criminology as a means of
researching, interviewing, and producing work that keeps the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender,
and queer (referred to in this study as LGBTQ or queer) community at the center of inquiry (Ball
2014; Peterson and Panfil 2014; Buist and Lenning 2016). Finally, I discuss the necessity of
utilizing an intersectional perspective that considers gender, age, race, ethnicity, and geographic
location as identifying characteristics which play a role in trans men’s experiences with the
criminal justice system.
In Chapter III, I provide details of the data and my methods used for this study. First, I
give an overview of the research questions for both groups as well as how these questions are
relevant to each group. Next, I discuss semi-structured in-depth interviews and why I chose that
12

format for the interviews in this dissertation. I then provide a brief description of the previously
incarcerated sample and the sample of trans men who have not been incarcerated. Next, I discuss
my sampling technique, which briefly describes how I found the two sample populations.
Specifically, I reference Freedom Overground, with which I worked to recruit the previously
incarcerated sample. Stemming from the fact that trans people have a higher likelihood of
working in the underground economy, such as sex work, selling illegal drugs, theft, etc. (Faithful
2009; Freedom Overground 2017); Freedom Overground assists trans men who are currently
incarcerated or who have been recently released from jail/prison in finding jobs in the
traditional/legal economy. I also include an overview of the Trans(forming) Organization in
Atlanta, GA who helped me find respondents for both samples—previously incarcerated trans
men and those who weren’t.
Next, I give an in-depth look into my sampling process, including a timeline with
recruitment scripts to various email listservs, social media pages, and emails with trans scholars
and trans activists and groups. The following section details data collection, including
information related to setting up interviews, consent forms, incentives and benefits,
confidentiality, and the design/layout of each interview guide. Next, I discuss data collection
analysis beginning with a brief summary of sensitizing concepts and inductive analysis, followed
by a discussion of transcription services and theme coding by hand and with qualitative software
with emphasis on sensitizing concepts and reoccurring themes as the basis for analysis. Finally, I
provide respondent descriptives for both groups, including age, race, ethnicity, sexuality, and
geographic location
Chapter IV discusses pathways to offending for trans men. Like much of the existing
pathways literature already in existence, child abuse and sexual victimization are themes that
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accompany my respondents’ stories. In addition, homelessness and unemployment or
underemployment also occur in several men’s stories in this research. This chapter discusses how
these pathways are at times similar, but also different at varying intersections than pathways to
offending experienced by women.
In Chapter V, I examine trans men’s experiences with the criminal justice system during
arrest, sentencing, incarceration (e.g. correctional housing classification, sexual victimization,
etc.), and reentry into the community. This chapter demonstrates the unique experiences in the
criminal justice system faced by trans men in this study. The men’s descriptions of their
experiences with arrest, sentencing, incarceration, and reentry into the community illuminates the
discrimination and disparity that gender minority populations face within this ever-expanding
social institution.
Chapter VI discusses the victimization experiences and support systems present in the
lives of the trans men in the non-incarcerated group. Like the original group who have been
incarcerated, the comparison group also faced child abuse, sexual victimization, homelessness,
and prejudice and discrimination. This chapter also gives and in-depth look at support systems
these men had growing up and now as adults. Finally, this chapter discusses the types of criminal
activity these men participated in, but did not get caught, as well as how often they participated
in these acts. Findings from this chapter show that the presence of multiple support systems
mediate the relationship between pathways and incarceration.
Lastly, Chapter VII provides a conclusion and discussion of this study and
recommendations for how this information can be used to influence policy in the criminal justice
system as it pertains to trans people and incarceration. In addressing transphobia, I offer policy
recommendations to prevent the victimization of this vulnerable population in hopes of
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preventing future offending. While I hope that this dissertation will become a contribution to the
feminist criminological literature, it is also my hope that some of these findings will be helpful
for practitioners at groups like Freedom Overground and others who work in the criminal justice
system to work with and better the lives of trans men in the system.
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CHAPTER II
LITERATURE REVIEW
Introduction
In this chapter, I discuss the theoretical perspectives that inform my dissertation: feminist
criminology, queer criminology, and intersectionality, while also addressing the limited amount
of current literature within trans studies that examines trans’ experiences with and in the criminal
justice system. I also discuss specific events that contributed to my respondents’ criminal justice
system involvement: childhood abuse, homelessness, and sexual victimization. I present a case
that criminological research should thoroughly and more often address the oppression of
marginalized groups and their experiences with victimization, offending, police, courts,
corrections, and post-incarceration life. Finally, I provide an introduction to the varying
pathways that precede trans men’s interactions to the criminal justice system.
Before delving into theoretical background, I provide a brief discussion of the importance
of language in the rapidly changing field of gender, and an overview of trans people in the
general population. Next, I review outcomes faced by trans people in the criminal justice system
regarding arrest, sentencing, incarceration experiences, reentry, and trans youth in the juvenile
justice system. Following that, I discuss the importance of geographic location as an intersecting
factor deserving of inclusion in the criminological and sociological literature.
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Importance of Language
The terms sex and gender are often conflated not only in the public consciousness but
also in the academic literature; however, they are related, yet distinct, concepts. Within social
science research, sex has been used to describe the biological traits individuals are born with
(e.g. sex organs, hormones, chromosomes). These biological traits are used to assign people to
the male or female category. More recently, scholars are starting to acknowledge that sex, like
gender, is socially constructed (Butler 1990, 1993; Fausto-Sterling 2000). Meaning that the
binary categories people are placed into are not essential in nature, rather they are created by
humans.
In fact, the assignment of a binary sex at birth is now being contested in some states and
countries. Seven states—California, Colorado, New Jersey, New Mexico, Oregon, Utah, and
Washington—now allow residents to mark M, F, or X on their birth certificates. Fourteen
states—Arkansas, California, Colorado, Indiana, Maine, Maryland, Massachusetts, Minnesota,
Nevada, New Hampshire, Oregon, Utah, Vermont, Washington, and Washington, D.C.—now
allow residents to mark, M, F, or X on their driver’s licenses. In addition, in 2017, New York
became the first state in the U.S. to issue an intersex birth certificate (Movement Advancement
Project 2020; Reuters 2019; Sakas 2018; Scutti 2017).
Gender, as opposed to sex, is considered to be a performance, something individuals do.
Gender may or may not align with the sex a person was assigned at birth, usually male or female.
Within sociological and criminological research, doing gender has become a prominent theory
for understanding the difference between sex and gender. According to West and Zimmerman
(1987), doing gender occurs when acting in accordance with hegemonic standards of what it
means to be a man or a woman in our society. West and Zimmerman (1987) argue that people
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have a sex, are assigned a sex category by others in interaction, usually based on secondary
sexual characteristics, such as breast or facial hair, and then are expected to perform the gender
that aligns with the sex category they are assigned. When people fail to do gender in a way that
aligns with their presumed sex category, they will be held accountable for this “mistake” by
those around them (West and Zimmerman 1987). This accountability is based on a false notion
that all people seek to align gender, sex category, and sex, which is not the case (C. Connell
2010; Halberstam 1998).
While gender is something individuals do in interaction, according to feminist
scholarship, gender is also a social structure that limits our choices and changes over time, both
within an individual and within a given culture. Gender is a social structure that creates
expectations (Lorber 1994), thus establishing a way for us to be held accountable to our assigned
gender and to hold others accountable for their gender displays (Connell 1987, 2009; West and
Zimmerman 1987, 2009). Gender has been discussed as producing, reproducing, and sustaining
inequality (Lorber 1994; Martin 2004; Risman 2004; Staunæs 2003). Risman (2004) and Martin
(2004) both “seek to situate gender as embedded not only in individuals but throughout social
life” (Risman, 2004: 431).
Furthermore, gender is not binary, and masculinities and femininities are not singular
(Butler 1990; Halberstam 1998; R. Connell 2005, 2009; R. Connell and Messerschmidt 2005).
This is why intersectionality—the study of social life through the use of intersecting
characteristics of power and oppression (such as race, class, gender, sexuality, ability, etc.)—is
vital. Intersectionality moves scholars beyond adding oppressions and leads them to consider the
individuals unique position in the matrix of domination (Hill Collins 1986, 2000).
Intersectionality shows how various social identities “serve as organizing features of social
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relations” and how these identities “mutually constitute, reinforce, and naturalize one another”
(Shields 2008:302). In this dissertation, I take an intersectional approach to gender, examining
how it interacts with race, class, place, age, etc.
In addition to defining sex and gender, I must also define the term used in this study to
describe my target population—trans men. In this study, “trans” refers to the varying identities of
individuals who were assigned female at birth, but who now identify as men. None of the
respondents in this study identified as cisgender women, performing masculinities; all identified
their gender as transgender men. Respondents in this study identify along a wide spectrum of sex
and gender; therefore, using a narrow definition of trans would not be applicable to the majority
of this sample.
Trans People in the General Population
Starting at a young age, trans people experience discrimination and prejudice in many
facets of life. In their national survey of transgender adults, Grant et al. (2011) found that 57% of
respondents have experienced family rejection. Trans people of color were even more likely to
report this experience. Further, trans people who reported family rejection were more likely to
engage in substance use than those who reported family support.
Trans youth also report negative school experiences including rejection, safety concerns,
and harassment. For example, trans youth more often report experiencing rejection at school
from faculty, staff, and peers than their cisgender counterparts (Center for American Progress
2016). Also, 75% of trans youth report feeling unsafe while at school. The National Transgender
Discrimination Survey found that 78% of respondents said they experienced harassment at
school based on their gender identity (Grant et al. 2011). Trans youth, particularly trans youth of
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color, are more likely to be sent to detention, suspended, and expelled than cisgender students
(Center for American Progress 2016).
In addition to family rejection and discrimination in school settings, trans people also
face discrimination in employment, housing, and healthcare. Three-fourths of respondents who
took the national Transgender Discrimination Survey reported experiencing discrimination at
work (Grant et al. 2011). Trans people also face un- and underemployment at twice the rate as
the general population (14% vs. 7%, respectively). Trans people of color face an even higher rate
of unemployment (28%) than White trans people (Grant et al. 2011). Finally, household income
of less than $10,000 is more common in the trans population than the general population, despite
having rates of college experience and degree attainment that are much higher than the general
population (Center for American Progress 2016:6).
Rates of unemployment among trans individuals in the U.S. varies. Findings from the
National Transgender Discrimination Survey show trans people experience twice the rate of
unemployment compared to the general population. In addition, trans people of color have an
unemployment rate that is four times the national average (Schilt and Lagos 2017; Grant et al.
2011; Bradford et al. 2013). Additionally, when examining housing issues, almost one-fifth
(19%) of trans people have been refused housing based on their gender identity, and 11% have
been evicted (Center for American Progress 2016:6; Grant et al. 2011). These rates were much
higher for trans people of color (37%). Relatedly, 19% of trans people report having experienced
homelessness at some point in their life; and 29% of those people have been turned away from a
shelter because of their gender identity. Of those who were accepted in a shelter, 55% reported
being harassed by shelter staff and residents (Center for American Progress 2016).

20

Data from a 2018 report to congress shows 60% of the homeless population are men or
boys, 39% are women or girls, and 0.7% are transgender or gender nonconforming (Henry,
Mahathey, Morrill, Robinson, Shivji, and Watt 2018). Therefore, men and boys are
overrepresented, women are underrepresented, and trans people are overrepresented as they
comprise 0.6% of the population. Whites and Asians are underrepresented in the homeless
population, accounting for 49% and 1.2%, respectively, compared to the 61% and 5.6%,
respectively, who live in the general population. Blacks, native Americans, Pacific Islanders, and
Multi-racial people are overrepresented in the homeless population (Black: 39.8% homeless vs.
13% general population; Native American: 2.8% vs. 1.6%; Pacific Islander: 1.5% vs. .5%; multiracial: 5.9% vs. 2.9%). Of these homeless people, 74% of women and girls were sheltered, 59%
of men and boys were sheltered, and only 36% of trans and gender nonconforming people were
sheltered. Additionally, a recent study funded by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban
Development (HUD) found that leasing agents told trans people looking for housing “about
fewer units than they told cisgender” people (Levy, Wissoker, Aranda, Howell, Pitingolo,
Sewell, and Santos 2017:xiv). Overall, trans people face tremendous discrimination in housing,
and many other areas of life, in the United States. As this data illustrates, the severity of
discrimination is often determined by other intersecting characteristics as well, especially race.
Healthcare for Trans People in the General Population
Another challenge for trans people involves finding both physical and mental healthcare
providers (Johnson and Rogers 2019; Center for American Progress 2016; Harless, Nanney,
Johnson, Polaski, and Beach-Ferrara 2019; Johnson, Hill, Beach-Ferrara, Rogers, and Bradford
2019; Miller and Grollman 2015). The 2019 Southern LGBTQ Health Survey (Harless et al.
2019) found that Southern LGBT respondents with lower incomes and transgender respondents
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had more negative experiences with accessing healthcare. Regarding physical health, 28% of
trans people across the U.S. have delayed medical care out of fear of discrimination by medical
professionals; 19% have been refused medical care due to gender identity; and 28% have been
harassed while seeking medical care (Grant et al. 2011). Regarding mental health, 41% of trans
people reported having attempted suicide at some point in their lives (Grant et al. 2011).
However, many trans people are faced with harassment, misgendering, and discrimination in
mental health facilities (Grant et al. 2011; Johnson, et al. 2019). Grant et al. (2011) found that
11% of trans people have faced harassment in mental health clinics. These experiences
negatively affect the likelihood of trans people to continue to seek mental health treatment
(Johnson et al. 2019).
Gender Affirmation Surgery and “Medical Necessity”
The World Professional Association for Transgender Health (WPATH) produces a
manual—Standards of Care for the Health of Transsexual, Transgender, and Gender
Nonconforming People—which provides “clinical guidance for health professionals to assist
transsexual, transgender, and gender nonconforming people with safe and effective pathways to
achieving lasting personal comfort with their gendered selves, in order to maximize their overall
health, psychological well-being, and self-fulfillment” (Coleman et al. 2012:1). The Standards of
Care (2012:225) also directly reference care in cases of institutionalization, such as prison,
stating “access to medically necessary treatments should not be denied based on
institutionalization or housing arrangements. Furthermore, if health professionals within the
institution are not qualified to treat trans patients, it is recommended that the institution work
with outside health professionals who specialize in this area of care.
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Health professionals who specialize in trans care usually rely on the Standards of Care
(Coleman et al. 2012) presented by WPATH which states that there are six criteria that must be
met for the consideration of gender affirmation surgeries. The first criteria addresses the
requirement of a history of seeking care from mental health professionals as it relates to the
person’s gender identity. A “diagnosis” of “gender dysphoria” and a treatment plan to address
the diagnosis is also required. The second criteria addresses the requirement that a person
mentally healthy enough to be aware of the decision they are making about gender affirmation
surgery. Third, the age of consent in the U.S. is 18 for these surgeries. However, youth under the
age of 18 may be eligible for the surgeries with parental consent and at least one year on
hormone replacement therapy (Bakko and Kattari 2019). The fourth criteria requires that those
who are experiencing medical issues, either physical or mental, must be under the care of a
medical professional and taking continuous steps to address and treat the issue. The fifth criteria
is that the person must be on hormone replacement therapy (i.e. taking testosterone for trans
men) continuously for 12 months. If there is a disruption in treatment, the time period must start
anew. Finally, the sixth criteria is that the person has to live 12 months as the gender they are
transitioning to. For example, a person who is assigned female at birth (AFAB), but identifies as
male, must dress as a male, publicly identify as male, use male pronouns, etc.
Of course, these requirements are based on a fundamental misunderstanding and outdated
view of gender—as if there are only two genders and there is only one way in which to execute
those two genders. This requirement is based on gender stereotypes held in our society.
Beauchamp (2009:360) aptly characterizes these stereotypes:
Dominant notions of what constitutes proper feminine or masculine behavior are
grounded in ideals of Whiteness, class privilege and compulsory heterosexuality, and
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individuals might be read as non-conforming depending on particular racial cultural,
economic or religious expressions of gender, without ever being classified as transgender.
Not only are these people supposed “to live up to the standards of conduct, appearance, skills,
feelings, motives, and aspirations” they are supposed to do so “while simultaneously learning
what these standards are” (Garfinkel 2006:72).
Support Systems for Trans People in the General Population
Finding support as a trans person can be difficult due to transphobia and family rejection
(Singh 2013; Klein and Golub 2016; Mathers, Sumerau, and Cragun 2018). Family rejection is
common among trans people (Klein and Golub 2016; Bradford et al. 2013; Factor and Rothblum
2007), and studies show that suicidal ideation and drug abuse is more likely in trans adults who
have experienced family rejection (Klein and Golub 2016). In addition to family rejection, race,
ethnicity, and education are also associated with suicidal ideation and drug abuse (Klein and
Golub 2016). For trans people of color, racism plays a large role in finding support as well as
coping with lack of family support (Singh and McKleroy 2011).
Previous research has shown that lack of support is associated with negative physical and
mental health outcomes for trans people (Klein and Golub 2016; Bradford et al. 2013; Lombardi
2007). Research on negative health outcomes have focused on two areas: structural inequities or
individualized discrimination or abuse (Klein and Golub 2016). However, this dissertation
research seeks to bridge the gap between those two camps by focusing on both structural
prejudice and individual trauma, along with family-based discrimination. Another focus on
negative health outcomes among trans people is related to coping mechanisms or resilience.
Resilience—adapting to negative experiences or difficult circumstances—among trans people is
threatened when: 1) family believes trans identity is a phase and can be corrected, 2) healthcare
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access is limited, 3) emotional and social isolation exists among friends and family, 4)
employment discrimination exists, 5) financial resources are limited, and 6) gender policing
exists among family and strangers (Singh, Meng, and Hansen 2014). However, resilience can be
heightened by healthcare access, financial resources, connections with LGBTQ community, and
with spirituality or a sense of hope (Singh 2013).
Examining Trans People in the Criminal Justice System
According to Grant et al. (2011), 16 percent of trans people in the United States have
been sent to jail or prison; compared to approximately 2.7 percent of the general public.
Therefore, trans people are roughly five times more likely to be incarcerated than the general
population. Of these nearly 1.4 million adults in the U.S. who identify as trans, 21% of trans
women, 10% of trans men, and 16% of all trans and gender non-conforming adults report having
spent some time in jail or prison (Center for American Progress 2016). Comparatively, research
estimates that only about 1.8% of cisgender women will spend time in jail or prison, and 11.3%
of cisgender men (Bonczar 2003). Therefore, trans and gender non-conforming adults are
overrepresented in the correctional population.
Although a substantial proportion of trans people have experienced incarceration, there is
very little research surrounding this topic (Ball et al 2014; Buist and Lenning 2016; Edney 2004;
Peterson and Panfil 2014). By including trans people in the study of criminology and criminal
justice, a better understanding of the victimization, offending, rehabilitation strategies, risk and
protective factors, and policies that surround a disproportionate number of trans people wrapped
up in the criminal justice system is gained. As Potter (2015:144) explained, “The concept of
identity is quite salient in the way individuals respond to certain life events and in the way they
are responded to by others, including criminal legal system agents and members of the general
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public.” For most of the men in this dissertation, responses to childhood treatment, lack of
support systems, incarceration, and homelessness and unemployment are very much dictated by
their gender identity.
Arrest
Criminologists note that African American residents in poor urban communities’
experience disproportionate rates of traffic stops by police and disrespectful treatment and
excessive force by police (Brunson and Miller 2006:531). Since police are the gateway into the
criminal justice system, the impact of such treatment by police officers cannot be understated
(Neyroud 2016). Such police practices are also implemented against trans people. Unfortunately,
studies show that trans people are discriminated against by police officers (Goldberg, Mallory,
Hasenbush, Stemple, and Meyer 2019; Owen, Burke, Few-Demo, and Natwick 2018; Wolff and
Cokely 2007). Twenty percent of respondents from the National Transgender Victimization
Survey reported receiving differential treatment by police, 29 percent reported harassment and
disrespect, and six percent reported physical assault by police (Grant et al. 2011).
More recent studies show that trans people of color in New Orleans, LA are much more
likely to be harassed by police than Whites (Irvine 2014). White cisgender people experience
less harassment by police than White trans people (22% and 33%, respectively); however, both
groups of Whites experience far less harassment than Black, Latino, and Native American
cisgender and trans people (75% and 87%, respectively, Irvine 2014:555). These numbers are
higher than national statistics provided by the National Transgender Discrimination Survey
(Grant et al. 2011), where 18% of White trans respondents, 38% of Black trans respondents, 23%
of Latinx trans respondents, and 24% of Native American trans respondents reported harassment
by police. Therefore, when discussing how trans men avoid the criminal justice system, race,
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along with multiple other intersecting factors, plays a large role (Brunson and Miller 2006).
Brunson and Miller (2006) found that Black adolescent boys felt they were treated as suspects,
regardless of offending behaviors. Adolescent Black girls, however, said they were often stopped
for curfew violations and feared sexual victimization by police. Therefore, highlighting the
importance of intersecting characteristics on criminological analysis.
Police officers tend to treat trans people of color worse than White trans people. For
example, according to Lambda Legal (2015)—a national organization which provides litigation,
education, and public policy work—the prevalence of verbal assault by police against LGBT
individuals increases from 11 percent to 24 percent when involving a person of color. Thirty-two
percent of LGBT people of color in this study reported the police were hostile, compared to 18
percent of White LGBT people; Latino respondents most often reported that police were hostile
(40 percent). In addition, 55 percent of trans respondents (versus 36 percent of cis respondents)
said they experienced at least one incident in which police failed to fully address their complaints
about intimate partner violence. Similarly, 52 percent of trans respondents (versus 33 percent of
cis respondents) felt police did not fully address a complaint about sexual assault. When
considering the blurred boundaries between victim and offender status, it is even more important
for police to address victimization in an effort to prevent repeat victimization and possible
subsequent offending behaviors, as the pathways perspective suggests.
Sentencing
Once LGBTQ people become involved with the criminal justice system, transphobia and
homophobia have a negative effect on sentencing outcomes for LGBTQ offenders (Buist and
Lenning 2016). Queer people in the criminal justice system—lawyers, judges, victims, and
defendants—experience homophobia, transphobia, and discrimination (Buist and Lenning
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2016:74). According to Lambda Legal (2005), 19 percent of respondents in their 2012 study
reported “hearing a judge, attorney, or other court employee make negative comments about a
person’s sexual orientation, gender identity, or gender expression…[another] sixteen percent felt
their own sexual orientation or gender identity was raised by an attorney or judge when it was
not relevant” (P.7). In addition to race, ethnicity, and gender identity, income also plays a key
role in the likelihood of arrest. According to the Lambda Legal study, 28 percent of low-income
LGBT respondents said their sexual and/or gender identity was raised when it was not relevant
during a court proceeding, versus 13 percent of higher-income respondents.
These findings are echoed in a personal account from Dean Spade, attorney, activist, and
founder of the Sylvia Rivera Law Project (SRLP) when he describes requesting housing in a
women’s prison for a trans man. While in court, the judge responded, “He can’t have it both
ways” (Spade 2015:x). This client was sentenced to a men’s prison, increasing his threat of
physical and sexual assault by both inmates and correctional staff. This story is a critical account
of what can happen when misconceptions of gender play a role in the sentencing of offenders.
Housing in Correctional Facilities
Because trans individuals are vulnerable to discrimination and victimization, many
offenders who reside in correctional facilities that mirror the biological sex they were assigned at
birth are housed with the people most likely to victimize them. For example, in their interviews
with incarcerated trans people, Stanley and Smith (2015) reference Paula Rae Witherspoon (a
trans woman), who relays that many trans inmates are rape victims who are forced to share a cell
with a sexual offender. Many of Stanley and Smith’s (2015) respondents believe the prison
industrial complex creates environments ripe for sexual assault.
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The American Bar Association (2011) states, “classification and housing decisions,
including assignment to particular cells and cellmates, take account of an inmate’s gender, age,
offense, criminal history, institutional behavior, escape history, vulnerability, mental health, and
special needs, and whether the prisoner is a pretrial detainee.” As I previously mentioned, sex
and gender are often conflated. If correctional facilities were abiding by the ABA’s standards of
treatment of inmates, trans inmates should be classified and housed in a facility that represents
their gender, not their sex (Buist and Lenning 2016). In addition to misinterpreting the ABA’s
standards, many correctional facilities classify trans inmates based on medical intervention.
Therefore, if an inmate has not started, chosen to opt out of, or cannot afford medical
intervention (i.e. hormone therapy, gender affirmation surgery), they will most likely be housed
in a jail or prison that aligns with the biological sex they were assigned at birth (Buist and
Lenning 2016; Jenness and Fenstermaker 2014; Johnson 2015; Lee 2008).
Advocates and scholars now suggest that the safety of trans inmates should be considered
first, rather than sex or gender (Faithful 2009; National Center for Transgender Equality 2018).
Therefore, because trans women are more likely to be victimized in men’s correctional facilities
(National Center for Transgender Equality 2018), where they would be housed if categorized by
biological sex assigned at birth, they should be housed in women’s correctional facilities. Trans
men are also more likely to be victimized in men’s facilities, where they would be housed if
categorized by gender identity, therefore, they should also be housed in women’s facility. An
alternative to this classification system would be a separate housing facility or dorm for trans
inmates. However, there are serious issues with this option as well. The Prison Rape Elimination
Act (PREA) “prohibits this kind of automatic segregation because involuntary units can

29

stigmatize LGBTQ prisoners, make them targets for staff harassment and abuse, and restrict their
access to programming” (National Center for Transgender Equality 2018:19, emphasis added).
In addition to placing trans inmates into correctional facilities that are not safe for them,
correctional staff often isolate them in a segregation unit or solitary confinement under the guise
of protection, which directly violates the PREA requirements (Arkles 2009; Buist and Lenning
2016; Faithful 2009; Mogul et al. 2011; National Center for Transgender Equality 2018; Peek
2004; Routh et al. 2017). Numerous studies have found that the use of solitary confinement has
adverse psychological effects on inmates, increasing the “pains of imprisonment,” which could
be a violation of the Eight Amendment admonishing cruel and unusual punishment (Dolovich
2011; Haney 2018; Whitman 2017). Solitary confinement also reduces work and education
programs—which have been proven to provide positive impacts regarding mental health and
earning “good time”—within the correctional facility (Buist and Lenning 2016; National Center
for Transgender Equality 2018).
Incarceration Experiences
There are many distinctive experiences trans people face while housed in correctional
facilities. Not only do trans people experience sexual harassment before entering the criminal
justice system, 27 percent report being sexually harassed by jail or prison staff after being
incarcerated (Lambda Legal 2015). In fact, trans inmates are more vulnerable to sexual assault
than any other incarcerated population (DOJ 2016; Grant et al. 2011; Jenness and Fenstermaker
2016). However, most of the literature on this subject is regarding trans women inmates residing
in men’s facilities. Therefore, a large gap in the literature exists related to the sexual
victimization of trans men in women’s facilities.
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Deliberate Indifference
In a key case for trans rights in correctional facilities, the Farmer v. Brennan (1994)
decision found that it was the responsibility of corrections systems officials to prevent harm
among inmates (Chessher 2018; Rifkin 1995). To avoid doing so would be considered deliberate
indifference, ultimately resulting in a violation of the Eighth Amendment, which condemns cruel
and unusual punishment. In this case, Dee Farmer, a Black trans woman, sued correctional
officials after she suffered physical and sexual assault while incarcerated. The Farmer ruling was
one of the most influential reasons why the Prison Rape Elimination Act of 2003 was passed.
(Rifkin 1995; Strangio 2014).
Applying the Farmer ruling to cases requires “proof that 1) the prison official actually
knew of impending harm, and 2) the official exposed the plaintiff to the risk because of this
knowledge, rather than in spite of it” (Peek 2004: 1233). The second prong of this requirement is
simple to argue if a trans person is placed in a correctional facility based on sex, rather than
gender (especially for trans women). The first prong, however, is much more difficult to
demonstrate. However, one could argue that correctional officials should know there is
impending harm against trans inmates based on the multitude of studies that show the prevalence
of sexual assault and harassment of this vulnerable population who are incarcerated. Therefore,
based on the Farmer v. Brennan ruling by the Supreme Court, it is deliberately indifferent to
either a) house trans people in a sex-segregated facility that does not correspond to their gender
identity, or b) house trans people in a facility where the likelihood of assault is higher.
Prison Rape Elimination Act (PREA)
Federal data indicates that trans people are ten times more likely to be sexually assaulted
than the general prison population in state and federal prisons (approximately 40% to 4%
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annually) (Beck, Berzofsky, Caspar, and Krebs 2013; National Center for Transgender Equality
2018). In addition to facing assault and harassment from fellow inmates, seven percent of
LGBTQ inmates report being sexually assaulted by jail or prison staff (Lambda Legal 2015),
compared to 2.4% when it comes to the general jail and prison population (Beck, Berzofsky,
Caspar, and Krebs 2013).
In 2003, the federal government enacted the Prison Rape Elimination Act (PREA) with
the purpose to “provide for the analysis of the incidence and effects of prison rape in Federal,
State, and local institutions and to provide information, resources, recommendations and funding
to protect individuals from prison rape” (National PREA Resource Center). With the
implementation of the Act, a commission was appointed to develop a set of standards that
correctional facilities must follow to accomplish the three goals: prevent, detect, and respond to
rape in prisons. In 2012, this set of standards was approved by Congress and prisons are
mandated to comply. Specifically regarding trans inmates, PREA recognizes that “being
transgender is a known risk factor for being sexually victimized in confinement settings.
Therefore, Standard 115.42(c) states:
In deciding whether to assign a transgender or intersex inmate to a facility for male or
female inmates, and in making other housing and programming assignments, the agency
shall consider on a case-by-case basis whether a placement would ensure the inmate’s
health and safety, and whether the placement would present management or security
problems.
In addition, Standard 115.42(e) states, that trans people’s own beliefs about their safety should
be seriously considered when determining housing assignments.
There are numerous requirements under each of the goals; some include: 1) train
employees on their responsibilities in preventing, recognizing and responding to sexual abuse; 2)
incorporate unique vulnerabilities of LGBTQ inmates into training and screening protocols; 3)
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restrict the use of solitary confinement as a means of protecting vulnerable inmates; 4) discipline
staff and inmate assailants appropriately, with termination as the presumptive disciplinary
sanction for staff who commit sexual abuse; and 5) maintain records of incidents of abuse and
use those records to inform future prevention planning (National PREA Resource Center).
Despite the PREA standards, the sexual victimization of trans inmates is still a pervasive
problem (Lambda Legal 2015).
As of 2016, 40 states had not complied with PREA standards required of individual
officers and facilities (Gilna 2017; National PREA Resource Center). While non-compliance
means that facilities lose 5% of the grant funding provided by the Department of Justice (DOJ),
this cut in funding does not appear to be high enough to force compliance in many states
(Medina 2017; Gilna 2017). If found to be non-compliant, correctional facilities can grant an
assurance to the DOJ, which allows them up to eight years to be found compliant, using grant
funding that would’ve been lost to pay for efforts to meet PREA standards (Gilna 2017). In the
2016 PREA audit of correctional facilities, 10 states claimed full compliance, 38 states filed
assurances and two states (Arkansas and Utah) refused to comply with PREA standards (DOJ
2017; Gilna 2017; National PREA Resource Center). PREA training and compliance of
standards increased among correctional officers and facilities in 2017; 19 states reported
compliance, 29 states filed assurances, and Arkansas and Utah still refuse to comply.
Access to Healthcare
In addition to poor training among correctional staff resulting in the sexual victimization
of trans inmates, access to healthcare is another major issue affecting the experiences of
incarcerated trans people (Brown and McDuffie 2009; Chessher 2018; Edney 2004; Peek 2004;
Sumner and Jenness 2014). Denial of health care, including hormone replacement therapy (HRT)
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and gender affirmation surgeries, are unique issues that incarcerated trans people must deal with.
In addition to these unique needs, incarcerated trans people also struggle for basic physical and
mental healthcare. The prison industrial complex in the United States does a poor job of taking
care of the healthcare needs of all inmates (Acker et al. 2018; Coll 2019). Add this medical
neglect to ongoing bias and discrimination, and the system becomes even more dangerous. In
addition to increased violence and sexual harassment, trans people’s access to healthcare is
limited by unqualified people deciding whether or not trans healthcare needs are “medically
necessary.” This is why the National Commission on Correctional Healthcare’s (2015) position
statement on transgender, transsexual and gender nonconforming healthcare in correctional
settings states that decisions of medical necessity should be left to experts on trans healthcare.
Availability of Mental and Physical Health Services
Like all people in correctional facilities, trans men need access to physical and mental
health services to address preventative, ongoing, and immediate needs (Hughto, Clark, Altice,
Reisner, Kershaw, and Pachankis 2018). Moreover, trans and intersex inmates may have
additional needs, such as routine screenings due to hormone replacement therapies (Sumner and
Sexton 2016; National Center for Transgender Equality). Trans inmates often have poorer health
than the general population of inmates due to increased use of substances, poverty, and mental
health issues (Brown and McDuffie 2009; Routh et al. 2017).
Trans inmates are also more likely to experience physical and sexual victimization while
incarcerated but are less likely to receive care for their injuries (Center for American Progress
2016; Sevelius and Jenness 2017). Likewise, trans inmates suffer sexual harassment and verbal
abuse while incarcerated, which leads to depression, anxiety, and suicidal ideation. However, it
is difficult for these inmates to receive proper mental healthcare (Drakeford 2018; National
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Center for Transgender Equality; Routh et al. 2017; Sevelius and Jenness 2017). Trans men who
are raped by correctional staff while incarcerated face the possibility of pregnancy if they are not
on hormone replacement therapy, as well as sexually transmitted diseases. Because
gynecological and obstetric healthcare are not routinely provided in correctional facilities, these
men face serious healthcare needs that could result in death (De Sauvage and Head 2016).
Hormone Replacement Therapy and Gender Affirmation Surgery
Nineteen states have no policies on treatments and approaches regarding trans inmates
(Routh, Abess, Makin, Stohr, Hemmens, and Yoo 2017; Brown and McDuffie 2009). In 2006,
only seven states had written policies regarding trans inmates (Tarzwell 2006), thus indicating an
improvement in policy notification and extension to trans inmates. Routh et al. (2017) found that
37 states did not address or did not allow hormone initiation; 30 states did not address or allow
hormone continuation; and 42 states did not address or allow gender affirmation surgery (listed
as sex-reassignment surgery in the policies). Of the thirteen Southern states, ten had
undetermined or prohibiting policies regarding hormone initiation; seven had undetermined or
prohibiting policies regarding hormone continuance; and two allowed for gender affirmation
surgery.
The definition of “medical necessity” varies based on types of medical coverage.
However, the general understanding of the term is health care that a physician would provide to
prevent, diagnose, or treat an illness, injury, or disease (Bakko and Kattari 2019; Furr Youngman
and Hauck 2018). So, the ultimate question when determining if gender affirmation surgery
should be granted to inmates—is the surgery medically necessary? —should be determined by
trained physicians and clinicians applying the Standards of Care, rather than determined by
states and/or correctional systems.
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Some systems claim the cost of gender affirmation surgery is the primary reason why
they don’t offer the treatment (Cox 2009). According to Cox (2009), the cost of genital surgery
(not including secondary procedures, such as breast augmentation or facial feminization surgery)
is between $7,000 and $50,000 (depending on if the surgery is for trans women or trans men).
However, correctional systems often pay for coronary bypass surgery, which costs about
$40,000, and kidney transplant surgery, which costs about $35,000 (Cox 2009). When thinking
about “medical necessity,” correctional systems generally deem the aforementioned surgeries to
be necessary. Yet, they don’t consider gender affirmation surgeries necessary. This
differentiation may be due to the stigma associated with the trans community (Chessher 2018).
To correct this arbitrary decision to cover one “medically necessary” treatment over another,
shifting our understanding of trans identities, no longer seeing them as a medical condition is
essential (Chessher 2018).
In a recent article about gender affirmation surgery for inmates, Osborne and Lawrence
(2016) argue that inmates would lose sexually satisfying encounters with men if they were
assigned to a women’s facility, which might cause them to decline gender reassignment surgery.
Not only is this a transphobic argument, but it is also based on homonormative understanding of
the act of sex. Osborne and Lawrence (2016) also argue that trans men inmates seem to dislike
women and would not want to be housed with them. Finally, the authors suggest that doctors and
psychiatrists who recommend gender affirmation surgery to inmates should reconsider because
inmates regret having undergone the surgery once they have been released. Publishing these
myths in academic journals provides justification to states that are reluctant to provide resources,
such as healthcare, to trans inmates.
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Reentry Process
The majority of all inmates are poor when they enter the correctional system (Pettit and
Western 2004). In addition, they have no monetary savings from their labor while incarcerated;
therefore, access to necessities, such as food and housing are limited. There are no welfare
benefits for some ex-inmates such as Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) and
housing; health care is unaffordable, which for trans people leaves no access to needed hormones
and surgeries; and trans individuals are often turned away by homeless shelters (Mottet and Ohle
2006; Spade 2015; Yu 2010). Formerly incarcerated cisgender people are more likely to
recidivate if they have a history with substance abuse and/or mental health issues (Wilson,
Draine, Hadley, Metraux, and Evans 2011; Miller, Miller, and Barnes 2016). However, few
programs in correctional facilities address substance use and mental health in relation to reentry
(Miller et al 2016; Spjeldnes, Jung, Maguire, and Yamatani 2012). Additionally, racial disparity
exists among recidivists, where most formerly incarcerated men who recidivate are Black (Jung,
Spjeldnes, and Yamatani 2010). Despite research showing incarceration often does not reduce
recidivism (Cullen, Jonson, and Nagin 2011; Bushway and Paternoster 2009; Chen and Shapiro
2007), the continued use of mass incarceration still persists.
Recidivism rates are lower for those who have positive family social support (Spjeldnes
2012). However, maintaining family support while incarcerated is difficult due to the long
distances between the correctional facility and family, as well as high costs of phone calls
(Grinstead, Faigeles, Bancroft, and Zack 2001; Naser and Visher 2006). Family support helps
mitigate reentry barriers such as housing and employment discrimination as well as mental
health issues (Phillips and Lindsay 2011; Spjeldnes et al. 2012).
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Like most cisgender formerly incarcerated people, trans people too often return to
correctional facilities. Research has found that inmates who had visitation while incarcerated are
less likely to recidivate (Bales and Mears 2008; Spjeldnes et al. 2012). However, because trans
men often lose family support, they are less likely to receive family visitors while incarcerated
(Singh 2013; Klein and Golub 2016; Mathers, Sumerau, and Cragun 2018). Therefore, trans men
might be more likely to recidivate due to the lack of visitation and connection with “outside
world.” With so few resources at their disposal, successful reentry for formerly incarcerated trans
people is often blocked by restrictive probation and parole policies, inadequate reentry programs,
and difficulty obtaining name changes and accurate identification documents (Center for
American Progress 2016; Clark, White Hughto, and Pachankis 2017; Majd et al. 2009). For
example, “there have been cases in which a transgender person’s dressing in accordance with
their gender identity has resulted in a violation of parole terms” (Center for American Progress
2016). In addition, barriers in obtaining correct identification can result in harassment and
discrimination by the criminal justice system, subsequently leading to their return to
incarceration. The reality of unsuccessful reentry is so movingly expressed in a poem by “R,” a
trans woman who was released from prison in 2005, only to reenter the system soon after
(Stanley and Smith 2015:202-203):
If I have to remain in prison
I will never get released
So please allow me to stay in prison
So I can die in my rightful place…So how can you force me
To live in the free world now?
Where I have no chance
To survive in any way
Cause parole is set up for failure
If you have no family on your side
So the only freedom I can see
Is death in a prison cell.
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As stated earlier, unemployment rates of trans people are high but even worse for those
who have been incarcerated. The only work that is often obtainable for previously incarcerated
trans people is often in the underground economy, such as selling drugs or sex work, which often
lands them back under police and correctional control (Stanley and Smith 2015). Lombardi et al.
(2001) found that 37 percent of their sample of trans people in the U.S. reported some form of
economic discrimination, such as being fired because of gender identity. Because of these
dramatically high numbers, Freedom Overground provides resources to obtain safe, legal work
that will not contribute to their clients reentering the corrections system.
Trans Youth
Although LGBTQ youth comprise about 7 percent of the United States population, they
represent almost 15 percent of the juvenile justice system (Buist and Lenning 2016; Majd et al.
2009). Stanley and Smith (2015:102) explain that trans youth are overrepresented among
homeless youth, have more school infractions than cisgender students, and have difficulties with
substance abuse and mental health issues. Therefore, the blurred boundaries between
victimization and offending, and path to juvenile correctional facilities seem clear. While
LGBTQ youth are overrepresented in the juvenile justice system, those numbers are likely
related to their experiences with victimization, rather than based completely off offending (Majd
et al. 2009; Holsinger and Hodge 2016; Irvine, Canfield, and Roa 2017). For example, Majd et
al. (2009) described several cases in which LGBTQ youth were being abused by parents but
were charged with domestic assault, despite evidence to the contrary.
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Victimization
LGBTQ youth are more at risk for victimization than cisgender and heterosexual youth
(Centers for Disease Control; Kahle 2017). In addition, they are often kicked out of their homes
at young ages while others leave home to escape the violence inflicted upon them by their
parents (Stanley and Smith 2015). Over 60 percent of LGBTQ youth who are kicked out of their
homes identify as Black or Latino (Buist and Lenning 2016). For trans youth, physical violence,
juvenile detention, or parental rejection are some of the first sanctions against their gender
identity (Stanley and Smith 2015). As with the general population, victimization within the home
is a key starting point to offending.
Not only are trans youth who have been kicked out of their homes more susceptible to
detention due to living on the streets, they are also vulnerable to abuses by parents and guardians.
“Non-accepting parents and guardians can refer their children to family court for arbitrary and
subjective behaviors, such as being ‘ungovernable’” (Stanley and Smith 2015:99). Abuse by
family also has long-term health effects. For example, queer youth who experience high levels of
victimization from adolescence to early adulthood are more likely to experience depression,
anxiety, suicidal ideation, PTSD, and cardiovascular disease (Mustanski, Andrews, and Puckett
2016).
The decline in health among queer youth is further exacerbated by their incarceration in
youth detention centers (i.e. the juvenile justice system). Detained youth experience higher
mortality rates compared to the general youth population (Barnert, Perry, and Morris 2016).
Mortality among these youth are related to the reduced access to medical care, specifically
surrounding dental, reproductive, and mental health (Barnert et al. 2016). LGBTQ youth,
especially trans youth, are more harshly treated in juvenile justice facilities (Marrett 2017). They
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experience more physical and sexual assault by peers, and emotional abuse by staff (Marrett
2017:352; Irvine et al. 2017), as compared to cisgender and heterosexual youth. Victimization
while incarcerated increases suicidal ideation and deteriorates future chances of staying out of
the criminal justice system as an adult (Barnert et al. 2016; Irvine et al. 2017; Holsinger and
Hodge 2016).
Juvenile Justice System Involvement
In the United States, LGBTQ youth are also more likely to be stopped by police, leading
to a disproportionate number of sexual and gender minority youth in the juvenile justice system.
Additionally, 40 percent of homeless youth identify as LGBTQ; therefore, it is likely that these
youths will have contact with the police at some point, which increases the likelihood they enter
the confines of the criminal justice system (Buist and Lenning 2016; Flores et al. 2016). Status
offenses such as running away, truancy, and curfew violations are common contributing factors
to the criminalization of youth (Stanley and Smith 2015:99).
Like adults, LGBTQ homeless youth are more often brought in for survival crimes such
as prostitution and theft, than non-LGBTQ homeless youth (Stanley and Smith 2015; Kattari,
Barman-Adhikari, DeChants, and Rice 2017). Incarcerated juveniles are also 41 percent more
likely to enter jail or prison as an adult, compared to other juveniles from the same neighborhood
(Aizer and Doyle 2015). In addition, incarcerated juveniles are 39 percent less likely to graduate
from high school, which will further the difficulty in finding legitimate (i.e. legal) work. These
statistics are representative of the general population, not specifically for trans youth, who are
likely more susceptible to being detained by the police (Buist and Lenning 2016; Holsinger and
Hodge 2016; Mogul et al. 2011).
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While in juvenile correctional facilities, LGBTQ youth are subject to risk assessments for
likelihood of future sex offending, despite not being charged with a sex offense (Majd et al.
2009). According to interviews by the Equity Project (Majd et al. 2009), juvenile defenders have
recommended trans youth to “more restricted setting[s] for high-risk youth ‘so [he] won’t
become a pedophile (p.63);’” and judges have sent trans youth to “‘the center where we send
deviant youth who are likely to commit sexual offenses against children (p.64).’” Not only does
discrimination based on sexual and gender identities have an immediate impact for these youth,
it also impacts the future of these children who are often labeled as sex offenders for several
years.
Blurred Boundaries between Victimization and Offending
Like trans adults, homelessness is tied to victimization and offending among trans youth.
Somewhat unique to LGBTQ youth, however, is the likelihood of non-delinquent actions being
labeled as offending because of their vulnerable status. For example, self-defense against abusive
parents can be deemed delinquency due to bias in the juvenile justice system (Cochran et al.
2002; Tyler and Johnson 2004). Because of frequent abuses, LGBTQ youth are more likely to
run away and be kicked out of their homes, leaving a large population of queer youth on the
streets (Bender, 2010; Cochran et al. 2002; Spade 2015). Because of this, further victimization
occurs, as well as the onset of offending (Bender 2010; Cochran et al. 2002). In addition, because
youth are homeless, they are more visible to the actors in the juvenile and criminal justice
systems (Asquith et al. 2017; Bender 2010; Kattari and Begun 2017; Sylvia Rivera Law Project
2007; Warf et al. 2013; Watson 2011). This early involvement in the correctional system coupled
with the likelihood of not completing high school, queer youth are more vulnerable to becoming
part of the criminal justice system as an adult. Therefore, because trans youth are more likely to
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be placed in juvenile detention than other youth, implementation of new policies that don’t
discriminate against or add to the disparity of trans youth in the juvenile justice system, followed
by the criminal justice system is imperative.
Theoretical Perspectives
Throughout this dissertation, I will be utilizing three theoretical perspectives that
complement each other in explaining victimization, offending, and support systems among trans
men: feminist criminology, queer criminology, and intersectionality. Highlighting these three
perspectives, as I attempt to show, provides a better approach than using just one perspective. A
feminist criminological perspective alone does not fully encompass trans identities and why they
matter. Queer criminology doesn’t fully address the epidemic of sexual victimization of women
(participants in this study presented as women before transitioning). Finally, intersectionality
brings feminist and queer criminologies together and helps to expand them. By taking an
intersectional approach while utilizing both feminist and queer criminologies, I provide a holistic
understanding of the pathways to or avoidance of the criminal justice system for trans men.
Feminist Criminology
Feminist criminology is a prime perspective for studying trans men. Although feminist
criminology gained momentum out of the need to study female criminality, ultimately feminist
criminology seeks to place understudied populations (e.g. trans men) at the center of the
theoretical lens. Feminist criminology focuses on studying victimization and crime through a
lens that recognizes the limitations of the long-standing approach of “add gender and stir”
(Chesney-Lind 1988). To “add gender and stir” is to replace women with existing theories and
findings related to men’s offending. Mainstream criminology traditionally focused only on male
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criminality. In doing so, criminologists overlooked a substantial portion of society who were
committing crimes, as well as neglecting the study of the women who were incarcerated and how
they were treated in the criminal justice system (Britton 2000; Holtfreter 2018). This disregard
for women-centered research remains in the field of criminology today (Holtfreter 2018).
Because of this and other methodological differences, “The relationship with mainstream
criminology has been an awkward one, complicated both by radical feminism's antipositivist
assumptions and by its advocacy of social change” (Britton 2000:65-66). There is now, however,
a growing emphasis on including everyone in research and exploring how their intersecting
characteristics influence dealings with the criminal justice system.
In their seminal work on feminism and criminology, Daly and Chesney-Lind (1988)
defined five elements of feminist thought, in which to guide feminist criminology:
1) Gender is not a natural fact but a complex social, historical, and cultural product; it is
related to, but not simply derived from, biological sex difference and reproductive
capacities.
2) Gender and gender relations order social life and social institutions in fundamental
ways.
3) Gender relations and constructs of masculinity and femininity are not symmetrical but
are based on an organizing principle of men’s superiority and social and politicaleconomic dominance over women.
4) Systems of knowledge reflect men’s views of the natural and social world; the
production of knowledge is gendered.
5) Women should be at the center of intellectual inquiry, not peripheral, invisible, or
appendages to men. (p. 504)
In her 2013 article, as well as her 2015 presidential plenary at the annual meeting of the
American Society of Criminologists, Candace Kruttschnitt discussed the history and trajectory of
feminist criminology. In this discussion, she explained that feminist criminology focuses on: 1)
gendered pathways to crime; 2) gendered crime—the differences in offending between males and
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females; and 3) gendered lives—gendered expectations and experiences can “either facilitate or
protect against offending.”
While much important work has been done in the field of feminist criminology, more
research as it pertains to trans people, specifically trans men, within the criminal justice system is
still needed. In particular, the need to theorize beyond the gender binary to include trans people
at the center of intellectual inquiry is vital. Once these contributions are identified, the
development of interventions to prevent victimization and subsequent offending is possible
(Gehring 2018). Whether the research is regarding trans women (individuals assigned male at
birth who now identify as female/woman) or trans men (individuals assigned female at birth who
now identify as male/man), both apply to feminist criminology in that they demonstrate that
gender is not essential and that gender relations shape our daily lives. Within criminology, Potter
(2015:4) argues, “Not only do the factors related to crime-related transgressions committed by
and against subjugated populations need to be brought to the center, so too do the scholars who
are marginalized and who utilize ‘alternative’ theoretical perspectives and propositions.” To
address the inclusion of trans people in the feminist criminological literature, I discuss each of
the five elements of feminist thought and how they apply to trans men.
The first element needs no revision—gender is not a natural fact. The absence of trans
individuals from the literature makes no more sense than then absence of women.
The second element—gender orders social life and social institutions—refers to the fact that
gender plays a role in the victimization and offending that precedes incarceration, then once
incarcerated gender structures the institution of the correctional system (Coleman et al. 2012;
Dolovich, 2011; Haney 2018; Jenness and Fenstermaker 2014; Mogul et al. 2011; Rosenblum
1999; Stanley and Smith 2015; Sumner and Jenness 2014). However, because gender
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expectations are based on assumed biological sex (West and Zimmerman 1987), this also means
that sex dictates the structure of the correctional system. This is why scholars of gender (e.g.
Connell 1987; Halberstam 1998) implore scholars to pay attention to the significance of sex and
gender simultaneously without assuming that individuals always seek to align sex, sex category,
and gender. Although the American Bar Association states that “classification and housing
decisions…[should] take account of a prisoner’s gender…” (ABA 2011), the terms sex and
gender are being conflated by the Department of Corrections. By current standards, sex, not
gender, dictates how someone is classified and housed (i.e. male-bodied people in a men’s
facility or female-bodied people in a women’s facility). When an inmate’s sex and gender do not
align, discriminatory treatment by correctional staff and other inmates often ensues (Haney 2018;
Mogul et al. 2011; Rosenblum 1999; Stanley and Smith 2015). Therefore, because sex and
gender are inextricably linked in the current structure of our society, gender cannot be discussed
in reference to social institutions without also including sex (Connell 1987; Halberstam 1998;
West and Zimmerman 1987).
While the third element is accurate—Gender relations are based on an organizing
principle of men’s presumed superiority and presumed social and political-economic dominance
over women—this needs to be broadened to include cisnormativity. Gender relations are not only
based on the presumption of men’s superiority, but also the presumption of superiority of
cisgender men and women. And while trans men do gain some privilege from being men
(Ziegler 2018), this privilege is not applicable to a setting like a women’s correctional facility
where they are forced to be out. The fourth does not need correction—the production of
knowledge is gendered. Indeed, not only does this statement apply to men and women, with men
being at the center of the production of knowledge, but it too applies to cisgender individuals
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creating knowledge (Muñoz et al. 2008). Cisnormativity in the academy and political arena mean
that trans people have little power to produce knowledge even when it comes to their own lives.
Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the fifth element—women should be at the center
of intellectual inquiry, not peripheral, invisible, or appendages to men—needs to be amended,
much like the third element. It is vital that women are at the center of inquiry, because of their
exclusion for hundreds of years (Chesney-Lind and Chagnon 2016). Likewise, it is also
imperative that persons who identify as queer are the focus of analysis, and are not appendages
to research surrounding cisgender, heterosexual individuals. Gender, not just as it relates to
cisgender women, needs to be included in the discussion in the field of feminist criminology
(Jones, Brown, Wanamaker, and Greiner 2014). They argue that male comparison groups should
be added to analysis. Based on this argument and the inclusion of this article in Feminist
Criminology, it stands to reason that trans people should be included as, at the very least, as
comparison groups. Comparison groups should not only be added for analysis, but also because
meanings and practices of gender are “inherently relational” (Connell 2005). By this I mean that
gendered groups gain social saliency through their juxtaposition to other gendered groups—
“‘masculinity’ does not exist except in contrast with ‘femininity’” (Connell 2005:68). Connell
argues that “we need to focus on the processes and relationships through which men and women
[or trans and cis individuals] conduct gendered lives” (Connell 2005:71).
According to Renzetti (2013:13), the goal of feminist criminology as a paradigm is to
stress the importance of explaining and studying criminal offending and victimization, and
societal responses to these, as “fundamentally gendered.” Furthermore, feminist criminologists
seek to use the scientific knowledge gained “to influence the creation and implementation of
public policy that will alleviate oppression and contribute to more equitable social relations and
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social structures.” It is because of this approach that utilizing feminist criminology as a guiding
framework for my dissertation is paramount. A feminist criminological perspective has been
applied to a multitude of topics over the last forty years. For example, several issues in the
journal Feminist Criminology address gender as it relates to working in corrections (see
Crittenden, Koons-Witt, and Kaminski 2018; see Burdett, Gouliquer, and Poulin 2018), law
enforcement (see Rabe-Hemp 2009; see Schuck 2014), and criminal justice organizations (see
Batton and Wright 2018; see Rabe-Hemp and Miller 2018). Although this perspective is useful
in addressing gaps in the literature that mainstream criminology created, it is most often used
when examining the sexual victimization of women.
Feminist Criminology has also addressed issues related to trans individuals, although this
research is limited. When searching for the word, “transgender,” in article titles throughout the
fourteen volumes of the journal, two articles generated—one related to trans sex workers in Sri
Lanka (see Nichols 2010) and one examining the experiences of LGBT girls in juvenile justice
systems (see Holsinger and Hodge 2016). In addition, although Potter discusses the extension of
the intersectional perspective in criminology to all marginalized groups, there is but one sentence
in her book dedicated to applying intersectional research to trans people: “And although severely
lagging in criminological research generally, intersectional studies on the crime-related
experiences of transgender or genderqueer individuals is also showing growth” (Potter
2015:117). While Feminist Criminology is by no means the only source for an article utilizing a
feminist criminological perspective, it is the namesake of the perspective, and therefore the
premiere source for this type of research. With Feminist Criminology not publishing on trans
populations, there are few other sources in which to find trans-centered research.
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Although feminist criminology has made great strides in the last 40 years in bringing
intersectional work focused on race, class, gender, and sexuality to the foreground, “the
challenge for feminist criminology in the years to come will lie in formulating theory and
carrying out empirical studies that prioritize all of these dimensions, rather than relegating one or
more of them to the background for the sake of methodological convenience” (Britton 2000:7273, emphasis added). Because feminist-based criminological theories have been in the literature
only a fraction of the time orthodox (i.e. “mainstream” or “malestream”) theories have, they are
still considered as less-than or on the fringes of the discipline (Potter 2015). I hope to contribute,
in part, to changing this view of feminist criminology through this work.
One goal of this dissertation is to expand the perspective of gendered pathways to crime
to include other intersecting positions within the matrix of domination. The matrix of domination
examines how intersecting characteristics such as race, class, gender, and sexuality shape a
person’s experiences with privilege and oppression (Collins 1986, 1989, 1990). Specifically, I
aim to explore how trans identities, race and ethnicity, and geographical location can include the
feminist criminology perspective and allow us to better understand marginalized populations
within the criminal justice system in a way that accounts for the diversity in gender and
experience.
Feminist Pathways Perspective
Feminist pathways perspective was created out of the need to move past the limitations of
mainstream criminological theory (Daly 1992; Arnold 1990; Gilfus 1993; Brennan, Breitenbach,
Dieterich, Salisbury, and Van Voorhis 2012; Reisig, Holtfreter, and Morash 2006; Topitzes et al.
2011; Salisbury and Van Voorhis 2009; Gehring 2018; Jones et al. 2014). Feminist pathways
provided an introductory understanding of precursors to women’s criminal behavior. This
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perspective highlights how victimization, gendered expectations, and inequalities form a
person’s standpoint and experiences, which in turn influence their involvement in the criminal
justice system (Buist and Lenning 2016; Daly 1992; Gaarder and Belknap 2002; Salisbury and
Van Voorhis 2009). These unique gendered pathways seem to usually involve physical abuse,
sexual abuse, and substance abuse (Belknap and Holsinger 2006; Daly 1992; Holsinger and
Hodge 2016; Wattanaporn and Holtfreter 2014). The pathways literature argues that girls
experience forms of abuse and trauma than boys and that difference contributes to their future
offending.
Feminist pathways perspective also addresses how the unique abuses girls experience
often lead to girls running away from home (Daly 1992; Arnold 1990; Gilfus 1993). For
example, Daly (1992) found that women who were arrested typically fell into five categories of
offenders. “Street women” often developed drug addiction while homeless, which led to more
lawbreaking so they could support their habit. In addition, the women in this study were often
high-school dropouts with little to no skills training. Offending, according to this perspective, is
overwhelmingly based on survival strategies (e.g. prostitution, drug dealing) after running away
(Chesney-Lind 1989; Daly 1992; Holsinger 2000) and stems from childhood and adolescent
victimization/abuse, poverty, and resulting mental health issues (Jones et al. 2014). Arnold
(1990), found that Black women who ended up incarcerated typically experienced victimization
as a child and/or escaped victimization in the home by running way and engaging in survival
strategies. Gilfus (1993) also found similar results in her sample of 20 incarcerated women
whom identified as “survivors,” rather than “offenders.” Several recent articles highlight the role
of abuse and victimization as central to the pathways perspective, arguing that child abuse is
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more relevant to adult female offending than male offending (Gehring 2018; Salisbury and Van
Voorhis 2009).
Findings from one of the first studies to utilize quantitative work to explore gendered
pathways to crime show there are three statistically significant gendered pathways to offending
for women; the most significant being a pathway beginning with childhood victimization leading
to mental illness and substance abuse in adulthood—a theme that often presents in qualitative
analysis of pathways theory (Salisbury and Van Voorhis 2009). A practical application of these
findings suggests that providing women with child abuse histories skills for managing their
childhood victimization is necessary for lowering the risk of recidivism (Salisbury and Van
Voorhis 2009; Lynch, DeHart, Belknap, and Green 2012).
The first study to include a male comparison group when testing pathways theory (Jones
et al. 2014) found that a gendered pathway occurred for girls only. An overwhelming majority of
girl offenders experienced abuse, mental illness, and/or substance abuse; however, there was no
clear path to offending among boys (Jones et al. 2014; Gehring 2018). Finally, Gehring (2018)
found that the presence of a pathway to offending includes childhood abuse, mental illness, and
substance abuse for women only (Gehring 2018). These three examples of quantitative work
align with the findings in qualitative analysis of pathways theory—there is a gendered pathway
to offending in which childhood abuse more heavily impacts adult offending among women than
men.
Unfortunately, the vast majority of the pathways research has dichotomized gender,
making it practically useless when examining trans populations. However, the existing research
might be helpful in setting up future studies on pathways to offending among trans men. This
future work must be intersectional and take into account the privileges and oppressions that
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intersect with gender identity, including race, class, sexuality, ability, and place. This
dissertation, along with an emerging body of work (Abelson 2016, 2019; Rogers 2019, 2020),
provides beginning evidence that place and race are particularly important when considering
trans men’s lives and experiences.
Childhood Abuse
Numerous studies relate childhood abuse to subsequent offending, many using feminist
pathways perspective (Bender 2010; Cochran et al. 2002; Daly and Chesney-Lind 1988; English
et al. 2001; Fagan 2001, 2005; Johansson and Kempf-Leonard 2009; Lake 1995; Leve and
Chamberlain 2004; Maxfield and Widom 1996; Rosenbaum 1989; Smith and Thornberry 1995;
Simpson et al. 2016; Topitzes, Mersky, and Reynolds 2011; Tyler and Johnson 2004; Weeks and
Widom 1998; Widom 1989, 2017). For instance, looking at some of the more recent studies that
examine the importance of gender and childhood abuse as a pathway to offending, Topitzes,
Mersky, and Reynolds (2011) find that childhood abuse was a significant pathway to
delinquency for boys. In addition, childhood maltreatment significantly predicted adult arrest for
both men and women. When related to adult arrest, childhood abuse increased the likelihood
among males by 58% and among females by 149% (Topitzes et al. 2011). While this study is
limited by the conflation of sex and gender, and leaves to room for trans respondents, it does
demonstrate the importance of sex and gender on pathways to crime, with childhood abuse being
one of those pathways.
When specifically examining the difference between pathways using gender, although
still binary gender of boys and girls, Leve and Chamberlain (2004) found that the number of
sexual abuse events and number of severe punishment events were both predictors of early onset
offending among girls. In fact, regression results show that the model including childhood sexual
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abuse and childhood physical abuse accounted for 45% of the variance; meaning these
experiences effected the age of criminal and delinquent onset. Finally, in an even more up-todate study on childhood abuse as a pathways, Simpson et al. (2016) find that childhood sexual
abuse, low supervision, and lack of childhood bonds significantly increased the risk of future
offending. Furthermore, Simpson et al. (2016) demonstrate that the intersecting characteristics of
place and age are also significant when it comes to childhood abuse. Simpson et al.’s (2016)
research should be expanded to include childhood and adolescent offending among trans men in
varying regions. This is especially important since trans individuals are more likely to experience
childhood abuse (Cochran et al. 2002), thus suggesting they might also face heightened rates of
future offending after leaving home, based on the feminist pathways perspective.
Homelessness
The existing pathways literature regarding homelessness primarily focuses on youth,
rather than adults. However, this research is helpful in understanding how homeless youth end up
in the juvenile justice system, and subsequently in the criminal justice system as adults. The
existing research examines topics such as child abuse and drug use (Cochran, Stewart, Ginzler,
and Cauce 2002), running away and academic struggles (Bender 2010), blurred boundaries
between victimization and offending (Tyler and Johnson 2004), and homelessness and
unemployment of queer people (Asquith, Dwyer, and Simpson 2017). LGBT youth run away
from home more often, are victimized more often, and abuse drugs more often than their
heterosexual and cisgender counterparts (Cochran et al. 2002). Although both result in
homelessness, contextual differences exist between cisgender women who run away from home
and LGBTQ youth who are kicked out of the home. For cisgender women and girls, they leave
the home because of dysfunctional family dynamics where family members attempt to control
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girls through violence and power whereas for LGBTQ youth, who may also experience violence
and power dynamics through dysfunctional families, they face the added contextual element of
parents who no longer want to claim them as their children because of their sexual identity. In
other words, the distinction between running away (typically seen with cisgender girls and
women) and being “thrown away” (typically seen with LGBTQ youth) may have similar results
(homelessness) but the way they arrive at homelessness is slightly different. For example, in their
study of 375 adolescents, Cochran et al. (2002) found the most common reasons LGBT youth
left home was a result of physical abuse and conflicts with parents over sexual and/or gender
identity. In addition, after leaving home, LGBT youth were more likely to be sexually victimized
and reported an average of seven more perpetrators of this abuse than their heterosexual and
cisgender peers. Finally, the study found that LGBT youth were more likely to use drugs while
homeless. Drug use among these youths may be a coping mechanism to deal with challenges and
discrimination they face while living on the streets.
Running away from home and being thrown out of the home is “both a consequence of
maltreatment and a risk factor for delinquency” (Bender 2010:467). Because employment is
difficult for youth with no previous work experience or permit to work (Tyler and Johnson
2004), many homeless youth engage in drug sales, shop lifting, and prostitution. Runaway and
thrown-away youth often have difficulties in school prior to and after leaving home. In the case
of LGBT youth, these difficulties may be because of a tumultuous home environment and/or
bullying at school (Daley, Solomon, Newman, and Mishna. 2007; Eisenberg, Gower, McMorris,
Rider, and Eli 2019). In her proposed model, Bender (2010) hypothesizes that maltreatment leads
to running away from home, which leads to delinquency and maltreatment leads to academic
problems, which in turn lead to delinquency. In her discussion of the proposed model, she argues
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that juvenile justice systems need more training and awareness of these issues to avoid future
delinquency and stigma attached to the label of “delinquent.” Avoiding this stigma can be the
difference in desistance and persistence in crime in adulthood.
The blurred boundary between victimization and offending among homeless youth
portray a “dyadic” relationship (Tyler and Johnson 2004). In one study, 90% of homeless youth
experienced physical and/or sexual abuse in the home prior to running away. The median age of
the sample at the time they left home was 13 and said leaving was due to abuse, violence, and/or
conflict with family. Sixty-three percent of the sample had experienced both victimization and
had engaged in offending behaviors. Without support systems on the street and with a high
likelihood of victimization, offending co-occurs with victimization when no other legal options
present themselves for survival.
Early research from the feminist pathways perspective noted the importance of running
away as the reason for homelessness. More recently in this discussion of homelessness as a
pathway to offending for LGBT individuals, Asquith et al. (2017) extend this argument by
stating that two processes contribute to the disproportionate representation of queer individuals
in the criminal justice system: “social exclusion due to sexuality and gender identity; and
criminalization processes in terms of the construction and application of cisnormative and
heteronormative laws and criminal justice practices” (p. 171; emphasis in original text). In their
article, they acknowledge that marginalization and discrimination contribute to the criminal
career of queer people. Homeless trans people are 2.5 times more likely to be incarcerated than
cisgender people (Grant et al. 2011) and they are often arrested for minor offenses usually related
to being homeless like loitering (Asquith et al. 2017; Sylvia Rivera Law Project 2007). In
conjunction with being homeless, trans people are three times more likely to be unemployed than
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their cisgender counterparts and twice as likely to be living below the poverty line (Asquith et al.
2017 and James, Herman, Rankin, Keisling, Mottet, and Anafi 2016). Of those who were
employed, 15 percent were verbally harassed, physically assaulted, and/or sexually assaulted;
and 15 percent had resigned due to workplace discrimination or violence (James et al. 2016).
Sexual Victimization
Little research, outside of therapeutic literature, has considered trans experiences with
sexual harassment and assault (Jauk 2013; Stotzer 2009). The majority of research focuses on
sexual harassment and assault of cisgender women, which neglects the fact that trans men were
female-presenting for some portion of their lives. Therefore, the likelihood they experienced
sexual assault and harassment should be higher than cisgender men. In addition, the research that
exists does little to differentiate between the experiences of trans women and trans men.
The feminist pathways literature clearly shows how sexual victimization in childhood is a
direct pathway to future offending. However, it neglects a discussion on how sexual
victimization later in life can be tied to future offending. For example, the use of negative coping
mechanisms, such as drug use and abuse, could directly influence the likelihood of offending
(Brown 2016; Lee, Sells, Klimczak, Barber, and DeMatteis-Lepore 2018). In addition, sexual
victimization often leads to social isolation and antisocial behaviors, which are linked to
offending (Brown 2016; Lee et al. 2018). Therefore, further research is needed to understand the
relationship between sexual victimization after childhood and subsequent offending.
Sexual Harassment
Research shows that sexual harassment (e.g. receiving unwanted sexual remarks or being
touched inappropriately) is a pressing issue for youth but is even greater for LGBT youth. Data
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from the Teen Health and Technology survey show that trans youth reported the highest rates of
sexual harassment (81 percent), followed by gender non-conforming youth (69 percent). In
addition, 90 percent of trans students heard derogatory remarks about their gender and/or sexual
identities (Mitchell et al. 2014).
When examining sexual harassment at school, research has found that sexual harassment
experiences among LGBT youth led to greater difficulties in schools. For example, Greytak,
Kosciw, and Diaz (2009) found that “nine in ten transgender students reported being verbally
harassed at school because of their gender expression (87 percent) and their sexual orientation
(89 percent), and over half experienced this form of harassment often or frequently” (p.18).
Furthermore, 76 percent of trans students reported being sexually harassed (p.21). Finally, when
considering the importance of intersectionality, Greytak et al. (2009) found that when compared
to non-trans LGB students, trans students had the highest levels of victimization, and trans
people of color had even higher levels. Therefore, not only should focus be on sexual and gender
minority populations in our research, an intersectional approach in our data collection and
analyses must also be taken. Harassment occurs in multiple spheres with several different
motivations. For example, reports of trans people experiencing street harassment range from 26
to 56 percent (Stotzer 2009). One study found that 48 percent of trans respondents felt they had
experienced harassment due to their trans status, rather than another status, like race or age
(Stotzer 2009).
Sexual Assault
Findings from The Virginia Transgender Health Initiative Study (THIS), comprising a
sample of 350 self-identified trans people, and found that roughly 27 percent of the respondents
had experienced past sexual violence (Testa et al. 2012). Of those respondents who experienced
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sexual violence, over 89 percent reported the primary reason for the violence was due to their
gender identity or expression (p.455). According to Stotzer (2009), most studies find that about
half of trans individuals have experienced sexual assault or rape (see Clements-Nolle et al. 2006;
Garofalo et al. 2006; and Kenagy 2005 for specific findings). Forty-one percent of transgender
people have attempted suicide compared to 1.6 percent of the general population (ClementsNolle et al. 2006; Grant et al. 2011; Miller and Grollman 2015). The percentage of transgender
individuals who have attempted suicide greatly increases to 64 percent after experiencing sexual
assault.
What this all suggests is that trans people have a very high rate of victimization as
compared to heterosexual cisgender people (Grant et al. 2011) and LGB people (Stop Street
Harassment 2014). This victimization differs among trans women and trans men; however,
current research does not address those differences (Browne, Nash, and Hines 2010; Daley,
Solomon, Newman, and Mishna 2007). Based on the previously cited research, sexual
victimization is a vast issue among trans individuals. However, unknown, and one of the things I
attempt to show in this dissertation, is to what extent sexual victimization affects trans men.
In conclusion, feminist criminology, specifically feminist pathways theory, provides an
ideal framework to show how unique situations to trans men shape their involvement in the
criminal justice system. These particular experiences with victimization—child abuse and sexual
victimization—are tied to homelessness and future offending. Although the gendered pathways
among trans men are related to the ones found among girls and women in the original conception
of feminist pathways theory, they differ and are worthy of separate, distinct analysis. The blurred
boundaries between victim status and offender status seem to be just as important among trans
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men as they are among women, with special attention needed on homelessness in the origination
of offending.
Queer Criminology
In addition to using a broad feminist approach, I utilize queer theory, specifically queer
criminology, to study previously incarcerated trans men. Feminist criminology and queer
criminology are similar in their principles. Feminist criminology, as discussed above, requires
gender to be the focal concern in criminological research and challenge “male-stream” (Daly and
Chesney-Lind 1988) criminological methods and theory. Queer criminology seeks to do the
same, while also challenging the heteronormativity of mainstream/“male-stream” research and
some feminist criminological methods and theory (Ball 2016; Ball, Buist, and Woods 2014).
Finally, queer criminology “seeks to highlight and draw attention to the stigmatization, the
criminalization, and…the rejection of the queer community” (Buist and Lenning 2016:1).
In the first Handbook of LGBT Communities, Crime, and Justice (Peterson and Panfil,
eds. 2014), Woods (2014) outlines three key insights about criminological literature over time:
1) There is very little data on LGBTQ people’s experiences of crime.
2) Criminological scholarship pertaining to gender identity has overwhelmingly been
focused on sexual deviance (criminal or non-criminal).
3) There is little to no theoretical engagement with gender identity in the four major
schools of criminology: biological, psychological, sociological, and critical. (p.17)
Due to these three oversights, Woods (2014) argues that the field of criminology has perpetuated
the oppression of LGBTQ people. To address these pitfalls, queer criminology directly contrasts
mainstream criminological literature by putting queer individuals and communities at the center
of inquiry.
While “queer” is often used as an umbrella or catch-all term encompassing all individuals
outside of the gender and sexual binaries (Ball 2016), I use a more nuanced definition from
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Pfeffer (2014:3) who defines queer “as a politics established against identity…[that] usefully
complicates our understanding of social identities and social group-based membership.” In other
words, this project seeks to study the lives of individuals who do not necessarily identify in the
binary schemas created (i.e., homosexual/heterosexual, male/female, cisgender/transgender).
Although mainstream criminology sometimes includes the queer community in samples, gender
identities are not incorporated and questioned as salient characteristics (Peterson and Panfil
2014). That is, queer people have only been incorporated into criminology as objects of
fascination and populations of study, not as subjects in our research or in ways that take their
lived experiences seriously (Schilt and Lagos 2017). Queer criminology allows for a focus on the
discrimination and criminalization of LGBTQ people, highlighting the blurred boundary between
victimization and offending (Buist and Lenning 2016; Tyler and Johnson 2004). By omitting the
LGBTQ community from analysis, criminological research does not allow for a deep
understanding required to address discrimination of LGBTQ people in the criminal justice
system (Peterson and Panfil 2014).
One main tenet of queer criminology is to allow the voices of oppressed people to be
heard and believed. To do so requires qualitative analysis through interviewing, listening,
collaborating with organizations outside of academia, and providing the information and stories
gathered to the public (Lombardi 2018; Schilt and Lagos 2017; Sumerau and Mathers 2019). The
dissemination of the collective voices of oppressed, marginalized people will allow for the
inclusion of these populations in criminal justice policy and violence prevention. Despite the
progress made in granting equal rights to the LGBTQ community, trans people still have fewer
rights and protections than cis individuals. In fact, as cis lesbian women and gay men begin to be
more fully accepted in our society, trans people continue to be seen as other and oppressed
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(Cragun and Sumerau 2015; Sumerau, Grollman, and Cragun 2018). Trans people continue to
face harassment, discrimination, and victimization based on their gender identity, which is why
queer criminology is vital (Buist and Lenning 2016).
A brief look at how queer criminology has been applied to topics about LGBTQ people
provides evidence for the importance of this approach in criminology. Existing studies examine
adolescent victimization (Snapp, Hoenig, Fields, and Russell 2015; Palmer and Greytak 2017),
intimate partner violence (Langenderfer-Magruder et al. 2016; Guadalupe-Diaz and Jasinski
2017), and violent victimization of trans people (Perry and Dyck 2014).
Work has also examined the school-to-prison pipeline among LGBTQ youth. Several
pathways of the school-to-prison pipeline for LGBTQ youth exist, including family rejection and
homelessness, punishment for self-expression, punishment for public displays of affection, and
punishment for protecting themselves in a fight started by peers (Snapp et al. 2015; Palmer and
Greytak 2017). Those LGBTQ students who are victimized at school are punished more harshly
than their counterparts (Palmer and Greytak 2017). In addition, LGBTQ students who reported
their victimization to school staff or faculty “who responded…in a discriminatory or unhelpful
fashion experienced higher rates of school discipline and justice system involvement than those
reporting that staff responded more effectively” (Palmer and Greytak 2017:163). Implications for
these studies suggest schools need to reduce disparities in punishment through additional training
and research.
Because society predominately thinks of women when discussing “gender violence,”
trans people are often left out of the conversation and research (Jauk 2013). However, in part due
to transphobia, trans people are experiencing gender-based violence at rising rates (Lombardi et
al. 2001; Human Rights Campaign 2020; NBC News 2019; Drescher, Griffin, Casanova,
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Kassing, Wood, Brands, and Stepleman 2020). Therefore, an increase in research on gender
violence among trans people—both IPV and hate crimes—should also be on the rise (Perry and
Dyck 2014). Findings from these studies reveal the importance of putting sexual and gender
minority populations at the center of inquiry to reduce victimization and future offending and
increase police reporting. As Buist and Stone (2014) articulate, the study of queer people and the
expansion of “queer criminology is a necessary addition to the field; not only for the sake of
knowledge, but also for the lives of those in the LGBTQ community impacted by injustice in the
criminal justice system” (p. 37).
Reporting of intimate partner violence (IPV) to police is lower among LGBTQ adults
than the general population (Langenderfer-Magruder et al. 2016). Almost 22 percent of
respondents in one study reported experiencing IPV in their lifetimes (Langenderfer-Magruder et
al. 2016). Of those, only one-fourth reported the victimization to police. Although increasing
amounts of literature is addressing IPV among lesbian and gay people (Charak et al. 2019;
Edwards, Sylaska, and Neal 2015; Goldberg and Meyer 2013; Messinger 2011; Walters et al.
2013), there is a definite lack of works regarding IPV in the trans community (Guadalupe-Diaz
and Jasinski 2017). Because IPV is still seen as a “women’s issue,” trans people are often
discriminated against when attempting to seek help. For example, one study found that trans
people, both male-to-female (MTF) and female-to-male (FTM), experience challenges in helpseeking after an IPV event (Guadalupe-Diaz and Jasinski 2017); resources sought include police,
attorneys, shelters, and informal resources, such as friends and family.
In this dissertation, I expand the queer criminological body of literature by providing an
extended look at the lives of trans men, rather than trans women, who often dominate the trans
literature landscape. In addition, I examine the lives of these men as adults and as juveniles,
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bridging the gap between the two types of scholarship in the field of queer criminology.
Specifically, I examine the role of support systems in their lives growing up and currently as
adults. In addition to age, I also tie victimization and offending—whether they were caught
committing the act or not—together as they often coincide. Finally, I examine trans men’s lives
before, during, and after incarceration to further elaborate how involvement in the criminal
justice system affected their lives. All of these lines of inquiry help to address the overarching
research question—what is the relationship between trans identity and pathways to or away from
incarceration?
Intersectionality
Much like the themes of ‘add gender and stir’ (Daly and Chesney-Lind 1988) and ‘add
queer and stir’ (Ball 2014), scholars cannot simply add the intersection of race or gender and stir
into existing gender-based and race-based research. For example, you cannot understand a Black
woman’s experience by looking at studies of race in conjunction with studies of gender, because
studies of race tend to focus on Black men and studies of gender often focus on White women.
Scholars must understand that the influence of race and gender are transformed through their
intersections with one another; studying race and gender without attending to their convergences
ignores this (McCall 2005). In the first volume of the official publication of the Division of
Women and Crime in the American Society of Criminology, Feminist Criminology, BurgessProctor (2006:27) argues, “to advance an understanding of gender, crime, and justice, feminist
criminologists must examine linkages between inequality and crime using an intersectional
theoretical framework that is informed by multiracial feminism.” As an alternative extension of
that definition, Potter argues:
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Intersectional criminology is (a) an epistemology for conducting research that better
attempts to address the role and impact of identities and power dynamics regarding crime,
criminality, and the criminal legal system, (b) a theory to understand the commission of
crime and the responses to being criminally victimized, (c) a theory to understand the
formal responses to the commission of crime and to victims of crime, and (d) a
perspective for informing communities and the polity about how better to prevent,
control, and respond to acts designated as crimes (Potter 2015:151-152).
To that end, I discuss intersectionality and how it applies to criminological research.
Perhaps the most efficient way to now utilize feminist and queer criminology tenets is to
include all oppressed groups at the center of inquiry. To do so, the use of an intersectional
approach is necessary. From its origins, intersectional theory has stressed that the “focus on the
most privileged group members marginalizes those who are multiply-burdened, and obscures
claims that cannot be understood as resulting from discrete sources of discrimination” (Crenshaw
1989:140). Intersectional perspectives allow us to explain how various identities—resulting from
power and oppression—intersect to make up a person’s unique location in society (Collins 1986,
1990; Crenshaw 1989). Crenshaw originally discussed Black women in feminist theory, but this
work has been expanded to multiple oppressed groups, like queer individuals. The ultimate
premise is that individuals don’t ascribe to just one status; people identify simultaneously with
their race, socioeconomic status, sex, gender, sexuality, geographic location, age, etc. Therefore,
to take any one of these statuses away would not be telling the entire story of a person’s life and
their experiences that led to victimization and offending. By including the perspectives of
oppressed groups, political issues can be addressed through social movements and policy
changes (Choo and Ferree 2010:132).
When considering intersectionality in queer criminology, the “matrix of domination”
(Collins 2009) is essential. The matrix of domination examines how race, class, gender,
sexuality, geographic location, etc. are all interrelated. Collins (1986, 1989, 1990) places Black
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women at the center of inquiry because there is something significant, that can be learned from
Black women’s knowledge and applied to social issues, generally, due to their unique standpoint
where two major systems of oppression meet—race and gender. There four tenets of Black
Feminist epistemology (Collins 1989): 1) that knowledge is built upon lived experience by those
who live under an oppressed social position, 2) that knowledge emerges through dialogue, 3) that
knowledge is built around the ethics of caring, and 4) that knowledge, produced by those who
experience oppression, places accountability on the “knower.” These tenets can be transformed
and applied to the research involving trans people. Trans people live under an oppressed social
position and have a unique knowledge and understanding of systems and institutions. By
entering into a dialogue built around the ethics of caring with the trans men in this dissertation, I
aim to apply Collins’ knowledge to the field of trans studies and queer criminology.
Intersectionality complicates the idea that addressing gender or race alone is sufficient for
sociological inquiry. Intersectionality theory also demonstrates how geographic location is
connected to and changes the meanings of varying characteristics and their relationships to
inequality (Glenn 2002; Mohanty 2003; Collins 2000). As Abelson (2019:8) points out,
geographic variation is as important as race, class, gender, and sexuality. Everyone has a unique
set of characteristics and intersecting identities. Consequently, not only are trans people
oppressed by their gender identity, they could also be oppressed, or empowered, by their race,
ethnicity, sexuality, geographic location, citizenship status, victim status, and offender status.
Furthermore, these various characteristics intersect transform one another, which is why an
additive approach to understanding power and oppression is insufficient. In other words, a Black
trans man is not Black and trans and a man; race and trans identity intersect to transform each
other. As Carbado (2013:814) argues, broader questions than, “Who is worse off?,” need to be
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asked to address specific forms of oppression experienced by all people with multiple
intersecting marginalized identities. At a structural level, within the matrix of domination, trans
individuals also experience elevated vulnerability due to their lives being controlled by several
systems of domination—prisons, foster care, homeless shelters, etc.—that utilize unyielding
gender binaries (Spade 2015). Related to this dissertation, and the field of criminology as a
whole, intersectional analyses illuminate how the correctional system operates to punish
“deviant” gender identity and/or performance in ways that are racist, classist, and sexist (Ocen
2013:474).
Extensions of intersectional work have also advanced intersectional methodology
(McCall 2005), addressed critiques of intersectionality and progressed the theory (Carbado 2013;
Ocen 2013), addressed the performance of social categories and their relation to intersectionality
(Staunæs 2003), and examined intersectionality in practice in the sociological discipline (Choo
and Ferree 2010). McCall (2005) provides three approaches to intersectional methodology—
anticategorical, intracategorical, and intercategorical. The first rejects categories, similar to
postmodern queer theory. The second, where intersectionality was originally conceptualized,
discusses the intersections of oppression in relation to privileged groups. The third approach—
intercategorical—uses categories strategically between groups. Like this dissertation, some
research crosses the boundaries of these three approaches. As McCall (2005:1774) argues,
“different methodologies produce different kinds of substantive knowledge and that a wider
range of methodologies is needed to fully engage with the set of issues and topics falling broadly
under the rubric of intersectionality”.
While addressing multiple-marginalized groups is of great need in criminological
research, studies that do so often fail to examine what is central to the intersections of these
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marginalized and oppressed identities, especially institutional dynamics (Choo and Ferree 2010).
Choo and Ferree (2010) argue for more attention to. Be paid to the institutions that are centrally
important to intersecting systems of power and oppression. They advocate examining how
marginality if produced and reproduced through institutional dynamics, such as those within the
criminal justice system. In order to explore these institutional dynamics, I examine trans men’s
interactions with the social institution of the criminal justice system and how this is influenced
effect by gender, race, and geographic location.
The current understanding of queer life, especially within sociological and criminological
literature, also largely ignores how the experiences of trans people intersect with place,
especially regarding the South and rural areas. Of the 27 respondents in this dissertation, 25 are
currently living in the South and 17 are from the South. Overall, I demonstrate that place matters
both symbolically and materially when it comes to trans men’s lives. In addition to limited
access to resources and support for trans people in the South and in rural areas, the meaning of
place matters and contributes to feelings of fear, safety, and well-being for trans people (Abelson
2016, 2019; Johnson and Rogers 2019; Rogers 2020).
One important intersecting characteristic that is often overlooked in intersectional studies
is region (Rushing 2017). The Southern United States is a unique location that provides an
important lens for examining incarceration. Rushing (2017:300) contends that place should be
viewed “as being at the center of struggles of power and meaning…place is shaped by social
inequalities, identities, life chances, and prospects for social change.” Importantly, over a third of
LGBTQ people in the United States live in the South (Gibson-Hill et al. 2019; Stone 2018). This
includes over 500,000 trans people in the South (Flores et al. 2016; Gibson-Hill et al. 2019).
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The South is unique for a number of reasons, especially its conservative political and
social views on gender (Abelson 2019; Carter and Borch 2005; Friend 2009; Friend and Glover
2004; Reed 1986, 2018). Place always intersects with gender (Abelson 2019; Brown-Saracino
2018; Johnson et al. 2016). In this dissertation, the South is defined as the eleven ex-confederate
states (South Carolina, Mississippi, Florida, Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, Texas, Arkansas,
North Carolina, Virginia, and Tennessee), Kentucky, and Oklahoma (Reed 1986, 2018). These
are the only states where the majority of people say they are in the South; which according to
Reed (2018) is the most reliable definition of the region.
This region especially important because LGBTQ people in the South continue to lack
basic resources and services and are at an elevated risk of living in poverty and facing health
disparities (Gibson-Hill et al. 2019). Much of these disparities are related to increased
homophobia—oppression of sexual minorities (Wade and Ferree 2019)—and transphobia—
oppression of gender minorities—in the South (Barton 2012; Bradford et al. 2013; Mathers,
Sumerau, and Ueno 2018; Mathers, Sumerau, and Cragun 2018).
Abelson (2016, 2019) suggest that whether or not there are increased incidences of
discrimination and inequality in the region, which Grant et al. (2011) clearly demonstrate there is
in their research, the perception of the South alone is enough to lead many trans people to feel
increased levels of fear. Specifically, Abelson (2016:397; 2019) showed how trans men “mapped
out geographies of fear as they described changing feelings of vulnerability across different
locations.” While these changing perceptions of fear did not necessarily align with actual
violence in the areas, nevertheless, “rural spaces spark particular fears of homophobic and even
transphobic violence” (Abelson 2016:397; 2019). According to Abelson, these feelings of fear
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are amplified in the South, especially in rural areas, and especially by men of color (Abelson
2019).
The heightened homophobia and transphobia in the Southern United States are largely
due to the ubiquity of conservative religion and politics in the region. Around twice as many
fundamentalist Christians (those who attend conservative Protestant denominations) live in the
South, compared to the rest of the United States (Barton 2012). For instance, Mathers, Sumerau,
and Ueno (2018:8 emphasis in original text) found that many cisgender, Christian women in the
South believed “transgender people did not really exist in God’s creation…[they] were actually
unnatural occurrences that emerged from human disobedience and disregard for God’s
requirements for human morality.”
In addition to region, it is also important to bring location type into intersectional studies.
Stone (2018) argues for more studies addressing queer people in rural areas and “ordinary
cities.” As Stone (2018:1) contends, the overwhelming attention paid to large cities, urban areas,
and coastal regions, “shape the approach to studying queer life and the unintentional
reproduction of a middle-class cosmopolitan universal gay subject.” This aligns with other
scholars work who have repeatedly emphasized the significance of place and how it intersects
with and complicates race, gender, class, etc. (Abelson 2016, 2019; Baker and Kelly 2016;
Brown-Saracino 2018; Collins 2000; Leap 2017; Johnson et al. 2016; Kazyak 2012; Lanier and
Maume 2009; Mohanty 1998; Rogers 2018, 2019, 2020).
For illustration, Eisenberg et al. (2019) found that emotional distress and bullying
victimization are more prevalent for youth living in rural areas, than those living in urban areas.
Additionally, there is increased availability of support resources for trans people in cities
(Nemoto, Cruz, Iwamoto, and Sakata 2015; Koch and Knutson 2016), and ranging perceptions of
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support for trans youth, depending on community size (Paceley, Okrey-Anderson, and Heumann
2017). Trans students living in cities report lower rates of harassment based on their gender
identity and expression versus those living in rural locations (Eisenberg et al. 2019; Paceley,
Okrey-Anderson, and Heumann 2017). Less victimization also translates into trans students in
cities having lower rates of suicide attempts and self-harm than those in rural areas (Eisenberg et
al. 2019). Despite the need for mental health care for trans people, especially those with suicidal
ideation and self-harming behaviors, the availability of support groups and mental healthcare is
lacking in rural areas, compared to urban areas (Koch and Knutson 2016), and in the South,
compared to other regions of the country (Johnson and Rogers 2019). All of these ways that
place intersects with trans men’s experiences and lives are amplified further within the criminal
justice system.
Intersecting Privileges and Oppressions within the Criminal Justice System
The presence of many oppressing individual characteristics further complicates a
person’s relationship to the criminal justice system. For example, queer youth of color and men
of color under the age of 30 are more likely to be involved in the juvenile and criminal justice
systems (Center for American Progress 2016, 2017; Wilson et al. 2017). In addition, citizenship
and immigration status are increasingly tied to the criminal system (Bergin and Abji 2020;
Golash-Boza 2019; Zarrugh 2020). Many people who are deported back to their originating
countries face persecution when they return (Zarrugh 2020). However, this risk is especially
prevalent among queer people. This section of the dissertation examines how intersecting
oppressions increase the likelihood of discrimination and prejudice in the juvenile and criminal
justice systems.
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Disparity is present at every point of the criminal justice system. Nothing shows this
more clearly than race and ethnicity. The systemic racism Michelle Alexander (2010) discusses
at length in her book, The New Jim Crow, is related to the pervasive stereotypes held regarding
the criminality of racial and ethnic minorities. These stereotypes intersect with beliefs about
sexual “deviance” to compound the negative treatment of trans people in the criminal justice
system (Daum 2015:570).
Definitions of deviant behavior, discrimination, and victimization are all based on
intersecting characteristics, especially race and ethnicity. People of color are disproportionately
incarcerated, sentenced to longer terms, and denied bail more often than White people (Petit and
Western 2004). Black, lower-class men are disproportionately affected by disparities in arrest,
sentencing, and bail decisions (Petit and Western 2004).
In 2015, Black youth accounted for 16% of all youth in the U.S., yet they comprised 44%
of all youth in juvenile facilities; and Hispanic youth were 61% more likely than white youth to
be in a juvenile facility (The Sentencing Project). However, minority sexual and gender identities
compound the effect of race. The impact of multiple minority statuses is evident in the number of
Black and Latino queer youth who are held in the juvenile justice system. Approximately
300,000 LGBTQ youth are detained each year, of which more than 60% are Black and Latino
(Center for American Progress 2012; Stanley and Smith 2015). The policing of gender and
sexuality is especially prevalent among low-income, trans youth of color in the South (Stanley
and Smith 2015). Although youth are primarily discussed in the literature on age as an
intersection in the criminal justice system, some recent articles discuss broad age ranges as they
relate to criminal sentencing (Nowacki 2017; Steffensmeier, Painter-Davis, and Ulmer 2017) and
reentry (Panuccio and Christian 2019).
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Among Black men, those 30 years and under receive longer and harsher sentences than
middle-aged (31-49 years) and men aged 50 and older (Nowacki 2017). For Hispanic men,
young offenders receive lighter sentences than middle-aged men (Nowacki 2017). Similarly,
Steffensmeier et al. (2017) find that people aged 21-34 received the harshest penalties, while
teens and older adults received the lightest penalties. One exception to this finding is that 18-20year-old Black men receive the same length of sentencing as 21-34-year-olds. Qualitative
analyses of experiences of reentry (Panuccio and Christian 2019) depict the challenges poor,
young Black men face in finding employment after release from incarceration. Studies like these
could and should be extended to trans men and gender nonconforming people.
Although much attention is paid to race when discussing intersectionality, little attention
is paid to citizenship or immigration status and gender identity as they relate to discriminatory
police stops, deportation, and family support. In their book, Captive Genders, Stanley and Smith
(2015) provide a gripping account of a trans Mexican immigrant:
Victoria Arellano was a 23-year-old, transgender Mexican immigrant who died of
complications from AIDS while in the custody of the Department of Immigration and
Customs Enforcement in a San Pedro, California, facility.” “While in detention, she was
denied medication and medical attention despite her diagnosis of HIV.” She was finally
taken to a hospital after she collapsed. “She was handcuffed to her bed while immigration
agents watched the door. She died there on July 20, 2007. (p. 154-155).
Not only does this story provide an example of queerness intersected with immigration, it also
brings up health and offender status. Victoria’s death provides a detailed illustration of how what
Collins (2000) was discussing in her description of the matrix of domination.
Traditionally, immigrant rights and LGBT rights have been addressed separately,
ignoring the intersecting qualities of both communities (Nakamura and Pope 2013). However,
Latinx trans people face additional barriers to the public display of their gender identity than
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their non-Hispanic counterparts (Boe, Maxey, and Bermudez 2018; Terriquez 2015). Moreover,
undocumented Latinx trans people are at risk of deportation. Because “traditional” gender roles
and family ties are often stronger in immigrant communities, trans youth can be more reluctant to
come out to their family out of fear of rejection (Barglowski, Amelina, and Bilecen 2018; Boe,
Maxey, and Bermudez 2018). Though the fear of rejection is present in most trans youth,
undocumented youth face the additional fear of deportation, which would be more likely if they
were on the street, rather behind closed doors (Terriquez 2015). Undocumented trans people who
are deported, often face severe discrimination, prejudice, and violence upon returning to the
country they fled (Terriquez 2015).
In some places in the U.S., possession of condoms by trans people is considered evidence
of the intent to solicit sex (Human Rights Watch 2012; Daum 2015). Therefore, the risk of being
stopped while “walking while trans” (Mogul et al. 2011:61) is more likely while doing so as a
person of color based on discriminatory practices police in which police commonly engage
(Daum 2015). “Accordingly, the selective enforcement of solicitation laws on transgender
individuals may be understood as a tactic of social control utilized to manage the movements and
actions of this population” (Daum 2015:563). Akin to the “new Jim Crow laws” (Alexander
2010) that result in the mass incarceration of Black males, seemingly neutral laws related to the
solicitation of sex disproportionately affect trans people of color.
In sum, when taking several characteristics, such as race, ethnicity, gender, sex, sexuality
and sexuality into account simultaneously there is a much clearer picture of what victimization,
offending, and disparity in the criminal justice system looks like. In doing so, scholars and
advocates can address and implement criminal justice policy that prevents, and criminalizes, the
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injustices faced by marginalized and oppressed groups. As Potter (2015:161) so poignantly
argues,
A push for intersectional advancement within the discipline of criminology must occur...
continuing on this tenacious track to advance an intersectional criminology as a method
of examining a problem and producing knowledge is the only way the field of
criminology will be revolutionized.
The use of intersectionality as a framework for this dissertation is necessary to answer the
overarching research question—what is the relationship between identity and pathways to or
away from incarceration?
Conclusion
In this dissertation, I use portions of feminist criminology, queer criminology, and
intersectionality. I borrow the concepts of precursors and pathways to incarceration, as well as
victimization and incarceration experiences from feminist theory, specifically focusing on
feminist pathways theory. While there is an abundance of scholarship on the unique pathways to
crime for girls and women, there is a significant gap in the literature regarding pathways to
offending for LGBTQ people (Buist and Lenning 2016). Much like girls and women, LGBTQ
individuals also face unique pathways to offending. Specifically referencing transgender
individuals, and much like the discussion in the feminist criminology section of this chapter,
theorizing beyond the gender binary to include trans people should now be taking place. This is
true for the larger field of criminology as well as the specific pathways research.
Trans men face unique, gendered pathways to offending related to their gender identity.
An example of this pathway could be a trans teen coming out to their family, who then kicks
them out of their home. Without resources to survive, these youth need to find ways to make
money, eat, and have shelter (Buist and Lenning 2016; Kahle 2017). Often the informal economy
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becomes the only option for trans youth to survive. Selling drugs, participating in sex work, and
stealing are some of the ways they are able to eat and have a place to sleep (Stanley and Smith
2015).
Queer criminology clearly shows that the current strategy for classifying and housing
trans inmates is based on sex, not gender (despite the language used in the ABA’s Standards on
Treatment of Prisoners) is problematic at best. The criminal justice system must begin to classify
inmates based on gender identity and expression, along with taking into account the inmates
feelings of safety. The system must commit to the practice of accommodating trans prisoners in
the sex-segregated facility of their choosing (trans men, for example, probably do not feel safe
being housed in a male facility). To queer the access of medical care and the right to transition
for trans prisoners, we must put physical and mental health as a priority. According to Buist and
Lenning (2016), “the sentence is the punishment,” and to add sanctions like denial of genderappropriate housing and medical treatment can and should be considered a violation of the
Eighth Amendment, which protects against cruel and unusual punishment.
Finally, intersectionality informs my dissertation because trans men hold more than one
identity, which is especially salient considering the importance of race and ethnicity in the
United States. More specifically, I consider the perceived importance of race in the South
(Abelson 2016; Rushing 2017). I borrow the concepts of the matrix of domination, oppression,
and overlapping discrimination in the criminal justice system from the intersectional approach.
Any current study of social inequality that does not take an intersectional approach fails to
realize the overlapping oppression of our society. A detailed example of intersectionality
regarding socioeconomic status and gender identity and pathways to offending comes from
Stanley and Smith’s 2015 book, Captive Genders:
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R (a 48-year-old White non-normatively gendered person) “was born into the foster
system…finally placed with a family…at thirteen her foster father raped her for the first
time, and like so many children subjected to sexual violence and extreme poverty, she
began using drugs, running away, and stealing. At sixteen, she escaped the foster system
for good. In 1978 she was arrested for burglary, and while in jail she was beaten within
an inch of her life by seventeen prisoners and raped by six” (P. 201).
Gender and socioeconomic status have always been and are still currently intertwined. As other
oppressing statuses intersect with gender, like race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status, the
matrix of domination (Collins 2000) becomes glaringly clear.
Intersectionality is vital to understanding trans people’s interactions with the criminal
justice system. Trans people’s varying identities intersect in a variety of ways to oppress this
population further in the United States. Criminological research should address the oppression of
marginalized groups and their experiences with victimization, offending, police, courts,
corrections, and post-incarceration life.
Despite these findings, there is scarce academic literature regarding trans inmates,
victimization, offending, and juvenile justice. What research is available is largely outdated; this
is due to quickly-changing information and policies as trans issues become more “mainstream,”
as well as the fact that relatively few criminology scholars are addressing these topics. Generally,
much more research is needed in the field of criminology as it relates to intersecting
discriminating factors that contribute to involvement in the juvenile justice and criminal justice
systems. Spade (2015), Stanley and Smith (2015), and Buist and Lenning (2016) do an excellent
job of addressing Collins’ (2000) conception of the matrix of domination as it relates to trans
people. These works are groundbreaking in that they establish a pattern of domination and
oppression of trans people in the juvenile justice and criminal justice systems, as well as
government systems as a whole (e.g. education, foster care).
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The aim of this dissertation is to address these concerns regarding a population of people
grossly understudied in the criminological research—trans men. Understanding the varying
pathways that precede incarceration for trans men, experiences while incarcerated, and the
barriers to success after release from a correctional facility is an important area of research and is
the focus of this dissertation.
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CHAPTER III
DATA AND METHODS
The purpose of this research is twofold: first, to explore intersecting experiences of trans
men that influence the pathways to or around incarceration, and second, to explore the challenges
and barriers previously incarcerated trans men face in comparison to those who have not been
incarcerated. Using semi-structured in-depth interviews, I gain a nuanced understanding of
support systems, prejudice, and discrimination among two groups of trans men: one group who
were previously incarcerated and another group who had never been incarcerated.
Specifically, I explore the following overarching research questions for both groups:
what is the relationship between 1) trans identity and support systems, 2) support systems and
interactions with the criminal justice system, and 3) trans identity and pathways to incarceration,
incarceration experiences, and barriers to reentry? To answer these questions, I examine the
experiences of trans men prior to entering prison or jail—their experiences with family and
friends during the “coming out” process, as well as child abuse, sexual victimization, and
homelessness experiences. In addition, for those who were incarcerated, I explore the
correctional facility experience itself—how this process was for the participant, how it affected
them, and how trans identity affected their experience. I also examine reentry into society for
these participants—the barriers they face, the positive experiences, and how the connection
between trans and incarceration identity merge together for the participants. Finally, I pose more
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specific questions related to support systems and criminal justice deterrents in the interviews
with trans men who have not been previously incarcerated.
To answer these research questions, I interviewed fifteen trans men who were previously
incarcerated as well as twelve trans men who have not previously been incarcerated. I gained
access to these participants through a non-profit organization based in Atlanta, Georgia, Freedom
Overground, as well as numerous other methods of recruitment discussed below.
Semi-Structured In-Depth Interviews
Over the course of feminist research and writing, there have been two main ideologies on
how best to study trans people: as objects (“gender deviance”) and subjects (“gender
difference”). The latter views trans people’s lives as important and unique, requiring their voices
(qualitative data) to tell their story (Schilt and Lagos 2017). This is the approach I’ve chosen to
investigate and answer my research questions. A weakness of in-depth interviews can be that
vulnerable groups (e.g. previously incarcerated trans men) might not feel comfortable sharing
personal information with a researcher. However, as a queer-identified, feminist researcher, I
believe I can combat some of the hesitation respondents might feel by relating to an overarching
queer experience. Some strengths of semi-structured in-depth interviews include the benefit of
building rapport with respondents and asking open-ended questions which gives participants
room to elaborate and bring in new concepts and ideas not addressed in my original inquiries. By
doing so, I can address unknown social phenomena among previously incarcerated trans men as
well as among trans men who avoided the criminal justice system.
Because I interviewed two sets of participants (trans men previously incarcerated and
trans men who were not previously incarcerated), the interview guides for each group had
overlap and differences. For the previously incarcerated group, participants were asked 34
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questions throughout six sections including questions about demographics, trans identity,
pathways to the criminal justice system, experiences in correctional facilities, reentry
experiences, and sexual harassment and assault. The sample of participants who had never been
incarcerated were asked 34 questions throughout five sections about demographics, trans
identity, support systems, sexual harassment and assault, and housing, employment and
healthcare (see Appendix A).
When deciding what to include in the interview guide for the formerly incarcerated
group, I referenced a previous study I helped conduct (described below under the “sampling
technique” heading) in the spring of 2018, which examined a variety of experiences by trans men
in the South. In addition to demographic and trans identity questions, I included questions
regarding specific experiences surrounding involvement in the criminal justice system and
support systems information. Finally, to tie in feminist pathways theory, I include questions
about experiences before incarceration (e.g. victimization, discrimination, etc.). Interviews were
expected to last between one hour to an hour and a half. This study was approved by the IRB at
Mississippi State University on August 15, 2018.
For the interview guide for the non-incarcerated group, I used the same questions about
demographics, trans identity, homelessness, discrimination and prejudice, housing, employment,
healthcare, and sexual victimization, except as it related to incarceration. In addition, I asked
several questions about support systems and criminal activity for which they did not get caught.
Altogether, 28 of the 34 questions on the comparison group interview guide are the same as the
original group interview guide (see Appendix B).
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Samples
Since little research has examined trans men's experiences, especially in the South, and
especially their experiences in the criminal justice system, I hope providing an in-depth
qualitative look at trans men's unique experiences will contribute to this body of scholarship.
Fourteen of the fifteen previously incarcerated respondents currently live in the South; and 10 of
the 15 are from the South. Eleven of the twelve respondents who have not been previously
incarcerated currently live in the South; and 6 are from the South1. The more known about the
pathways to incarceration and support systems, lived experiences within the correctional system,
and reentry experiences once released that trans men experience, the more can be done to address
the issues within the criminal justice system like treatment by police officers, lack of medical
care in correctional facilities, and access to transitional housing.
Sampling Technique
My study population includes participants who are adults over the age of 18, who identify
as a trans man, and who have previously spent time in a correctional facility or not, depending on
the group of interest. To recruit the sample of trans men who have not been incarcerated, I
reached out to trans scholars in the field of sociology as well as organizations who provide
support to trans people, like Trans(Forming) Organization. Trans(Forming) is non-profit
organization in Atlanta, GA that provides advocacy, education, leadership development,
coalition-building, and peer support for trans men or people “wrongly assigned female at birth”
(Trans-forming.org). Trans(Forming) was started in 2007 in Atlanta, GA, and is a membership-
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based organization. Yearly membership cost thirty dollars, which includes help with
identification documents, legal assistance, connection to medical professionals, and weekly
support groups.
Additionally, given the difficulty of obtaining access to the population of previously
incarcerated trans men, I originally sought assistance from the director (Pinky Shear) of Freedom
Overground, a non-profit organization based in Atlanta, Georgia that aids in finding housing,
jobs, and social support for transgender men and gender nonconforming individuals who have
been incarcerated. While these men do have access to a support system through this organization,
their barriers to reentry, still vast, illustrate the overwhelming barriers trans men face to reentry
who do not have access to the support of Freedom Overground.
Freedom Overground began in 2014 as Pinky Shear fought for her incarcerated former
partner’s right to medical care in Pulaski State Prison (Hawkinsville, Georgia). Shear’s former
partner, Ky Peterson, a Black trans man is serving a 20-year prison sentence in a rural Georgia
prison for voluntary manslaughter. Ky, who was taking psychotropic medications at the time of
his plea, believed he was pleading guilty to a charge of involuntary manslaughter (which carries
a maximum sentence of 10 years in the state of Georgia). However, because of a clerical error
made by his court-appointed attorney, Ky signed a plea deal on a charge of voluntary
manslaughter, which carries a sentence of one to 20 years in the state of Georgia (Georgia.gov).
Ky’s story has been widely publicized in articles and social media campaigns (Law 2017;
Brydum and Kellaway 2015), which is how I came to know about the organization, Freedom
Overground. Ky’s incarceration and subsequent fight for gender-affirming clothing and access to
hormone treatment therapy was the beginning of Freedom Overground but certainly not it’s full
story.
82

For more information about Freedom Overground and details from my interview with
Pinky Shear, see Appendix C. This appendix is included because Freedom Overground was a
vital starting point for finding interviewees, and more importantly to demonstrate the importance
and knowledge within non-profit organizations. Shear’s interview largely backs up all of the
claims in the literature and the findings of this study. Therefore, including her information about
trans people in the criminal justice system and her recommendations for reform add to this study
in a meaningful way. Since this is an academic study, I utilize peer reviewed research throughout
the dissertation, but believe seeing Shear’s perspective is helpful, especially when moving
towards policy reform.
Previously Incarcerated Trans Men Sampling Process
To illuminate stories like Ky’s, I interviewed 15 previously incarcerated trans men across
the United States. I used my contacts within the organization, Freedom Overground, as well as
numerous other methods, to obtain clients' names and contact information. During spring 2018,
the Director of Freedom Overground, Pinky Shear, contacted me about a potential study on trans
men. I emailed Shear with details of the study I planned to officially propose to my dissertation
committee later that same year. Shear responded in March that she would help recruit for the
study and provide any assistance she could when my study was approved.
I next received IRB approval for my proposed study. Because previously incarcerated
trans men are a difficult population of respondents to reach, my committee allowed me to apply
for IRB approval prior to defending my dissertation proposal. Before submitting to IRB, my
committee approved my interview guide, which asks questions about trans men’s pathways to
and interactions with the criminal justice system. After receiving IRB approval, I sent a call for
participants to Shear for her to send out to her clients in.
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Participants needed for a study about formerly incarcerated transgender men’s
experiences in the South.
Must be at least 18 years of age; identify as a transgender man, transmale, transman,
female-to-male (FTM), male or man (who was assigned female at birth), or some other
identity that signifies transition from female to male; and currently live in the
Southeastern United States. For the purposes of this study, the Southeastern United States
includes the following states: Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana,
Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, Virginia, and West
Virginia.
Phone interviews will be scheduled for January through April 2019. Results of the study
will be anonymous.
Please contact me at sr1114@msstate.edu or by phone at 515-988-6120 if you are
interested in participating in this study.
-Sarah Rogers
PhD candidate, Department of Sociology, Mississippi State University
Lecturer, Department of Criminal Justice and Criminology, Georgia Southern University
After successfully defending my dissertation proposal, I added and edited questions to the
interview guide based on committee recommendations and contacted Pinky Shear at Freedom
Overground where I visited the organization headquarters and interviewed the director, Pinky
Shear about day-to-day operations. The result of this visit yielded two interviews. As reoccurring
themes emerged in the interviews, I added follow-up questions to the approved questions on the
interview guide. I sent a follow-up email to Shear to see if she could resend my call for
participants to her clients resulting in two additional interviews. I also sent an email to trans
scholars in the discipline asking to please send my call for participants to their previous trans
respondents. During this time, I also posted my call for participants on my personal Facebook
page.
After receiving no response from potential respondents using these various recruiting
techniques, my committee agreed to open the call for participants outside of the Southern U.S. to
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the entire United States and add a fifteen-dollar Target gift card as incentive to participate in the
study. Because of this decision, I submitted a modification to the IRB, which was approved the
same month. After receiving IRB approval, I sent the new call for participants to Pinky Shear (I
have not received any communication from Shear since this time), previously contacted trans
scholars, and my personal Facebook page.
At this point, I had interviewed 8 trans men. My next recruitment strategy was to add
additional permissions for online recruiting. After receiving approval for additional online
recruitment methods, I was granted access to a trans men’s Reddit group and posted my call for
participants there. I posted the call for participants to the Sociologists for Women in SocietySouth (SWS-South) Facebook page, the Sociologists for Women in Society (SWS) listserv, and
to the American Society of Criminology Division of Women and Crime (DWC) listserv. I also
sent the call again to Pinky Shear, as well as 35 other trans support groups and nine trans
scholars and activists around the country. Based on recommendations from listserv and group
members, I sent emails with the study information and participant call to groups and scholars
suggested to me in personal email communication following the listserv postings.
I received a Facebook message from a trans man willing to participate, bringing my total
to 9 respondents. As my call for participants were circulating, my study email was highlighted on
the Trans(Forming) Organization’s website. Through this contact, I was able to conduct five
semi-structured phone interviews with trans men who are associated with the organization. These
interviews brought my interview total to 14 interviews with trans men who have previously been
incarcerated. Finally, one more call for participants (discussed in the following section) to
Trans(Forming) yielded an additional interview, brining my total to 15 interviews with
previously incarcerated trans men.
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Non-incarcerated Trans Men Sampling Process
To further explore the topic of support systems among trans men in relation to their effect
on criminality, my committee discussed and approved adding a comparison group of interviews
with trans men who have not been incarcerated. Although this group of men are perhaps less
vulnerable than previously incarcerated trans men, I deemed it necessary to apply for additional
IRB approval. I submitted a new consent form and interview guide for the comparison group to
the IRB for approval. The modification was approved within two weeks, after which I sent a new
call for participants to Trans(Forming) Organization and previously contacted trans scholars in
Sociology.
CALL FOR RESPONDENTS!
Participants needed for a study about trans men’s experiences with support systems. Must
be at least 18 years of age; identify as a transgender man, trans male, trans man, femaleto-male (FTM), male or man (who was assigned female at birth), or some other identity
that signifies transition from female to male. Phone interviews will be scheduled as soon
as possible. Results of the study will be anonymous. $15 incentives are available for
participants.
Please contact me at sr1114@msstate.edu or by phone at 515-988-6120 if you are
interested in participating in this study.
-Sarah Rogers; PhD candidate, Department of Sociology, Mississippi State University;
Lecturer, Department of Criminal Justice and Criminology, Georgia Southern University
Two men in the comparison group—non-incarcerated trans men—are members of
Trans(Forming) and emailed me to participate in my study. The ten other men in the comparison
group contacted me to participate in the study after receiving my call for participants from
Sociology scholars. In total, I conducted 12 interviews for the comparison group. In addition, one
other member of Trans(Forming) contacted me to participate; however, he had been incarcerated
before. Therefore, I conducted his interview with the interview guide for the previously
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incarcerated group (Appendix A), making him the final respondent in the original group. The
latter respondent brought my interview total to 15 interviews with previously incarcerated trans
men and 12 interviews with trans men who have not been previously incarcerated.
Data Collection
When interested potential respondents emailed me to participate in the study, I sent them
times I was available for phone interviews as well as the informed consent form to read before
our interview date. The consent form for the previously incarcerated group states: 1) the purpose
of the research—to understand the experiences of trans men who have experiences with the
criminal justice system; 2) the procedures of the study—phone interview expected to take
approximately one hour to an hour and a half, which will be audio recorded; 3) risks or
discomforts—respondents may experience discomfort answering questions about potential
prejudice, discrimination, transphobia, and/or sexual harassment/assault; 4) benefits—to have
their voice heard and provide valuable information about the experiences of trans men who have
previously been in the criminal justice; 5) incentives—a $15 Target gift card; and 6)
confidentiality (see Appendix D). After not being able to recruit enough respondents for
satisfactory analysis, I modified my IRB application to include the gift card as an incentive. The
first four respondents did not receive an incentive, though efforts were made to send them the
gift card once I was approved by IRB. However, I was unable to reach them as their phones were
disconnected, and/or they did not respond to email.
The consent form for the comparison group states: 1) the purpose of the research—to
examine support systems of trans men who have not been incarcerated; 2) the procedures of the
study—phone interview expected to take approximately 45 minutes to an hour, which will be
audio recorded; 3) risks or discomforts—respondents may experience discomfort answering
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questions about potential prejudice, discrimination, transphobia, and/or sexual
harassment/assault; 4) benefits—to have their voice heard and provide valuable information
about the experiences of trans men; 5) incentives—a $15 Target gift card; and 6) confidentiality
(see Appendix E).
The interview guide for the previously incarcerated group consists of demographic
questions, including current name (whether or not it is different from the name assigned at birth),
age, race, current and past gender identity, sexual identity, education, and geographic location.
The trans identity section discusses age at which the respondent began to identify as current
gender identity, whether they are “out” (others know about their trans identity) and if that is
affected by geographic location. This section also discusses hormone replacement therapy and
gender confirmation/affirmation surgeries.
The pathways section discusses events that led up to incarceration, number of times and
length of time spent incarcerated, and experiences with family growing up, homelessness, and
prejudice and discrimination faced as it relates to trans identity. For example, I asked “How were
your treated by your family growing up?” This question was followed by two prompts, if
necessary, 1) “Did you experience violence or abuse by your family?” and 2) “In what ways do
you think your gender (and/or sexual) identity had anything to do with this treatment, if at all?”
In this section I also asked, “Could you tell me a little bit about the events that led up to your
incarceration?” This question was followed by two prompts, if necessary, 1) “In what ways do
you think your gender identity had anything to do with this, if at all?” and 2) “What about your
race, sexuality, ethnicity, or class?”
The experiences in a correctional facility section asks about the state in which they were
incarcerated, experiences while incarcerated, and how being trans affected experiences while
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incarcerated in terms of type of institution, garments, healthcare (e.g. hormone therapy
available), etc. For example, I asked, “Tell me about your experiences while incarcerated,”
followed by three related questions: 1) “What was an average day like?” 2) “What was the most
difficult part of being incarcerated for you?” and 3) “What coping strategies did you use?”
The reentry section discusses barriers faced since being released: experiences finding
housing, work, and adequate healthcare for trans men after incarceration as well as questions
related to support systems. For example, I asked, “Tell me about your experiences finding
housing after incarceration,” followed by a related question, “What is your current living
situation? (halfway house, live alone, homeless, etc.).” In this section I also asked, “What type of
support systems do you have now that you are no longer incarcerated?”
The sexual harassment and assault section covers sexual harassment while incarcerated,
sexual harassment outside of a correctional facility, sexual assault or rape while incarcerated,
sexual assault or rape outside of a correctional facility, and ways respondents think the sexual
harassment or assault they experienced were related to their trans identity. For example, I asked,
“Can you think of any times you experienced sexual harassment in prison/jail?” and “In what
ways do you think the sexual harassment or assault you experienced were related to your gender
identity (being a trans man)?” If necessary, I followed this question with, “Can you explain?”
Finally, the closing section asks about advice they would like to share with trans men, and asks if
there is anything else, they would like to share with me that wasn’t covered in the interview (see
Appendix A).
The interview guide for the comparison group—trans men who have not been previously
incarcerated—consists of demographic questions and trans identity questions that are identical to
the original group. The pathways and support system section discusses experiences with family
89

growing up, homelessness, prejudice and discrimination as it relates to trans identity, support
systems and positive relationships, and participation in criminal activity in which they did not get
caught. For example, I asked, “Did your family face any difficulties while you were growing
up?” Followed by, “If so, what were they?” I also asked, “What types of support systems do you
currently have in place?”
The sexual harassment and assault section covers respondents victimization experiences.
For example, I asked, “Can you think of any times you experienced sexual harassment?” I also
asked, “Have you ever experienced sexual assault or rape?” with these follow-up questions: 1)
“Can you talk about this experience?” and 2) “How has this affected you?” Finally, the closing
section asks, “Is there anything else that we haven’t covered today that you would like to share
with me?”
Data Analysis
I sent all 28 interviews to GoTranscript.com for transcription. The site signed a nondisclosure agreement and was approved by IRB. Each interview was transcribed in full. I began
my analysis by using sensitizing concepts that represent the larger themes in this study.
Sensitizing concepts originally defined by Blumer (1954) are underlying ideas that are the basis
of the research project. Sensitizing concepts are used as starting points (Charmaz 2003) for
analysis and can be used in conjunction with inductive analysis—allowing patterns and themes
to emerge from the data (Patton 1980). So, while I had research questions and prior literature that
suggests what I might find in interviews, I was open to emerging and differing themes and
concepts. Using these two approaches (inductive analysis and sensitizing concepts) allows for
the voices of the respondents to take center stage—a key component of feminist and queer
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criminologies—and provides a deeper understanding of social phenomena (Bowen 2006; Nash
2008).
I analyzed the data using feminist and queer criminologies, as well as an intersectional
approach. I began analysis using several sensitizing concepts when applicable including
pathways to incarceration (e.g. victimization), experiences while incarcerated (e.g. access to
medical care, victimization), and reentry experiences after release from a correctional facility
(e.g. access to transitional housing), support systems in childhood and adulthood for the
comparison group, and criminal activity.
After coding interview responses into initial sensitizing concepts, I moved to more
specific coding, paying close attention to emerging themes (themes that had not been
anticipated), such as coping mechanisms and support systems. All transcribed interviews were
re-read, then coded by hand with assistance from MaxQDA Qualitative software for reoccurring
themes. I then created an organized Excel spreadsheet based on concepts and demographics.
Concepts included child abuse, homelessness, sexual harassment, and sexual assault. These
concepts were based on existing theories and perspectives, specifically feminist pathways theory
and intersectionality, as well as reoccurring concepts in early interviews that prompted the
addition of follow-up questions in subsequent interviews. I later included support systems as a
concept in the spreadsheet.
Respondent Descriptives
Respondents were asked about their age, gender identity, sexual identity, race/ethnicity,
and education. The age of respondents for the entire group ranges from 20 to 61 and the mean
age is 35. However, when breaking down the ages of the participants by group, previously
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incarcerated participants were older, the mean age for the previously incarcerated group was 39
and the mean for the non-incarcerated group was 29.
In terms of gender identity and sexual identity, the majority of men in the study identified
as male and participants identified with a variety of sexual identities, as shown in Table 3.1 and
Table 3.2. Specifically, in terms of gender identity, of the 27 trans men in this study, almost all
(24) identified as male or man. This included the entire previously incarcerated group (15), and
nine of the 12 men in the non-incarcerated group. Ten of the 24 men said they did identify as
trans male/man in situations where they felt safe but identified as male/man in all other
situations. Seven of these men were in the previously incarcerated group and three were in the
non-incarcerated group. Two men in the non-incarcerated group identified as transmasculine and
one identified as pangender. Further, in terms of sexual identity, of the 27 men in this study,
eleven identified as heterosexual/straight; interestingly, ten of the 15 previously incarcerated men
identified this way but only one of the 12 non-incarcerated men identified this way. Five men
identified as pansexual; 2 in the previously incarcerated group and three in the non-incarcerated
group. Four men identified as queer; one in the previously incarcerated group and three in the
non-incarcerated group. Three men identified as gay; one in the previously incarcerated group
and two in the non-incarcerated group. Three men identified as bisexual; one in the previously
incarcerated group and two in the non-incarcerated group. Finally, one person in the nonincarcerated group identified as asexual.
In terms of race and ethnicity, when looking at the full sample, 55% identified as White
(15 of 27 men). However, when breaking race down by group, only 33% of the previously
incarcerated sample (5 of 15 men) identified as White (as shown in Table 3.1) while 83% of the
non-incarcerated sample (10 of 12 men) identified as White (as shown in Table 3.2). Of the total
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sample,22% of men identified as Black or African American (6 out of 15 men) with the majority
of African Americans coming from the previously incarcerated sample (5 of 6 African
Americans are in the previously incarcerated group). The remaining participants identified with
two race categories (e.g., White/Cherokee Indian, Black/Korean) or as multiracial. This included
three participants in the previously incarcerated group and one participant in the non-incarcerated
group (14% total sample, 20% of previously incarcerated group, 8% of non-incarcerated group).
The majority of participants identified as Non-Hispanic. Of the total sample, 85%, or 23 of 27,
participants identified as Non-Hispanic with 80% of the previously incarcerated identifying as
Non-Hispanic and 91% of the non-incarcerated group identifying as Non-Hispanic.
In terms of educational attainment and geographic location, all of the sample had a high
school diploma or GED. Nine men or 33% of the sample had “some college;” with eight in the
previously incarcerated group (making up 53% of the previously incarcerated group and only 8%
of the non-incarcerated group). Eleven men or 41% of the total sample are currently pursuing or
have finished a Bachelor’s Degree or Associate’s Degree, including four men in the previously
incarcerated group or 26% of this group and seven men are in the non-incarcerated group or 58%
of this group. Finally, four men or 15% of the total sample have completed a Master’s Degree all of whom are in the non-incarcerated group.
In terms of geographic location, 93% of the sample lives in the South (25 of the 27
participants), as shown in Table 3.1 and Table 3.2. Fourteen of the fifteen men in the formerly
incarcerated group currently reside in the Southern United States; one lives in Arizona. Eleven of
the twelve men in the comparison group currently reside in the Southern United States; one lives
in Oregon. Of the 27 men in this study, nine or 33% of participants grew up in a rural location;
three from the previously incarcerated group (20% of this group) and six from the non93

incarcerated group (50% of this group). Eighteen of the men (or 67% of the total sample) grew
up in an urban location; twelve from the previously incarcerated group (80%) and six from the
non-incarcerated group (50% of this group).
In sum, individuals in the full sample are around 35 years of age, primarily identify as
male, heterosexual, White, Non-Hispanic, are pursuing a Bachelor’s or Associates Degree, are
from the South, and are primarily from rural areas. When breaking down these demographics by
group, the previously incarcerated group are older, more likely to be African American or
identify with more than one race and have less education than their non-incarcerated
counterparts.

Table 3.1

Demographic Information of Previously Incarcerated Trans Men in Sample

Pseudonym
Lawrence

Age
26

Reese
Brody
Rafael
Stefan
Damion
Winston
Dylan
Zack
Joaquin

32
58
61
31
35
29
23
37
49

Virgil

52

Matt
Miguel
Rhett
Quadarius

53
33
39
27

Previously Incarcerated Sample
Race
Ethnicity
White
non-Hispanic
White/Cherokee
Indian
non-Hispanic
African American
Caribbean/Latino
White
non-Hispanic
Black
non-Hispanic
Black/Korean
non-Hispanic
African American
non-Hispanic
Black
Latino
Black
non-Hispanic
White
non-Hispanic
White
"other"
Chinese/Lebanese
Black
White
Black

Sexuality
Pansexual

State
GA
SC
GA
GA
GA
GA
GA
GA
GA
AL

non-Hispanic

Heterosexual
Pansexual
Straight
Heterosexual
Straight
Heterosexual
Bisexual
Straight
Straight
questioning.
"leaning more
towards gay"

non-Hispanic
Hispanic
non-Hispanic
non-Hispanic

Heterosexual
queer
Heterosexual
Heterosexual

GA
AZ
GA
GA

Location
Rural
Urban
Urban
Urban
Urban
Urban
Urban
Urban
Urban
Urban
Urban

TN
Urban
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Urban
Urban
Urban

Table 3.2
Pseudonym
Byron
Silas
Turner
Jeffrey
Sterling
Ethan
Austin
Antonio
Kenton
Vincent
Joel
Abe

Demographic Information of Not Previously Incarcerated Trans Men in Sample
Have Not Been Previously Incarcerated Sample
Race
Ethnicity
Sexuality
White
non-Hispanic
bisexual
White
non-Hispanic
asexual
multi-racial
multi-ethnic
pansexual
White
non-Hispanic
gay
White
non-Hispanic
queer
White
non-Hispanic
gay
White
non-Hispanic
queer
Black
non-Hispanic
heterosexual
White
non-Hispanic
pansexual
"mostly into
White
non-Hispanic
guys"/bisexual
Urban White
non-Hispanic
queer
Urban White
non-Hispanic
pansexual
Rural
Urban
Urban
Urban
Urban
Urban
Urban
Urban
Urban
Urban
Urban
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State
GA
OR
FL
SC
TN
GA
GA
GA
TX
GA
KY
AR

Location
Rural
Rural
Urban
Urban
Rural
Urban
Rural
Urban
Urban
Urban
Urban
Urban

CHAPTER IV
PATHWAYS TO INCARCERATION
Victimization and offending often overlap, creating blurred boundaries, as discussed in
the feminist pathways literature. There are complicated pathways to incarceration for trans men
that often involve child abuse, sexual victimization, and homelessness. These three concepts are
evident when analyzing these data. Of the 15 men I interviewed who have previously been
incarcerated, all but one experienced at least one of these—child abuse, sexual assault or rape,
sexual harassment, and/or homelessness. Nine experienced some form of child abuse; twelve
experienced sexual harassment; and eleven experienced sexual assault or rape. In addition, ten of
these men experienced homelessness, with eight whose homelessness was directly related to
family rejection. Negative coping mechanisms related to victimization included offending,
avoidance, and drug use.
Child Abuse
Like the original conception of feminist pathways theory which has primarily been
applied to cisgender women (Daly 1992; Brennan, Breitenbach, Dieterich, Salisbury, and Van
Voorhis 2012; Reisig, Holtfreter, and Morash 2006; Topitzes et al. 2011; Salisbury and Van
Voorhis 2009; Gehring 2018; Jones et al. 2014), abuse by family members is also one of the
most prevalent pathways to offending among the trans men in this study. Abuse these men faced
differed slightly than abuse faced by girls and women in other pathways studies, as these men’s
abuse was largely based on minority gender and sexual identities. Nine of the 15 men (60%) in
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the previously incarcerated group experienced physical, emotional, and/or sexual violence by a
member or multiple members of their family while growing up. Stefan, a 31-year-old Black trans
male, said, “There’s the emotional [abuse] I’ve experienced from my father, because he’s one of
those people that would just shut you out of his life. I don’t talk to my dad at all.” When asked
when his dad shut him out, Stefan replied, “It’s been on and off my whole life since I was out.”
Stefan also experienced abuse from his mother related to his gender identity, abuse he marked up
to “just from her lack of understanding.” However, when he was removed from school one day,
because he kept insisting he was a boy, not a girl, his mother came to the school to take him
home and physically abused him. While that was the only time his mother physically abused
him, he said the emotional abuse continues to this day.
Winston, a 29-year-old African-American trans man, also experienced emotional abuse in
childhood and adolescence from his family; “[My mother] would just disown me completely.
I’ve been going through that since I was a child, the discipline and humiliation in front of friends
and even teammates, because of my masculinity.” Damion, a 35-year-old Black and Korean trans
male, felt that his gender identity was “100 percent the reason” for the emotional and physical
abuse he suffered. He discussed an incident when he wanted to wear a certain pair of shoes and
his mom did not like them; “She said my dad shouldn't have bought me that. She literally threw
me into the dresser for it.”
Virgil, a 52-year-old White trans male, described a vivid memory from an early age when
he kept insisting he was a boy, and to prove he was not a boy, “[Dad] stripped me down naked
and dragged me to the bathroom and made me stand in front of the toilet to pee. I couldn’t do it
and I just peed all over myself, and then made my brother who was ten years older than I was, he
was in his teens at the time, come in and pee in front of me. I call that abuse.” Virgil’s dad also
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physically and emotionally abused him, his siblings, and mother; “It was both physical and
verbal abuse. He never sexually molested me or sexually did anything to me, but I was beaten
until I would bleed, or used to have things thrown at me all the time.”
Lawrence, a 26-year-old White trans male, experienced multiple forms of abuse by his
parents and other family members. He said his parents would, “Beat us to a pulp.” His parents
were also friends with some police officers whom they would call when they got tired of dealing
with Lawrence and his sister. Often, the police would send them to a youth detention center. The
police would pretend to be there to help Lawrence and his sister, but when they told the police
about the abuse, the response was “you should be glad they we’re going to the detention center
instead of doing what your parents asked us to do— Beat the hell out of you two.” Lawrence no
longer trusts the police due to the treatment he and his sister experienced as children.
Additionally, even though Lawrence’s records from juvenile dentition were supposed to be
sealed, they ended up being used against him in legal proceedings as an adult, which lead to
further interactions with the criminal justice system.
Lawrence and his sister also survived rape perpetrated by their cousin who lived in the
same house. He explained, “It started at seven. That’s the first time I can remember it happening
and then it continued until year 17 and a half.” Lawrence told me that his cousin sexually
assaulted him and his sister multiple times a day. When they told their parents, “They would tell
us, ‘I know he’s not doing that,’ or it wasn’t his fault, or it was our fault because we stayed home
with him.” Before, during, and after each attack, Lawrence said his cousin “would pull a knife to
our throat, knock us out unconscious, give us drugs to just, I guess, numb it… he would
physically knock me out like beat me so bad that he would knock me unconscious, then I would
come to and he would be on top of my sister doing the same thing.”
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Dylan, a 23-year-old Black Latino trans man, said his family was emotionally abusive
and “somewhat” physically abusive. He said, “I was always afraid of my mother. Whatever I'm
doing at school, that's not worth it, it's not worth getting my ass beat over me talking or whatever
the hell.” Dylan’s mother always criticized his weight as well as his siblings’ weight, comparing
them and chastising them. He also said, “I was given the task, a lot of assigned female member
for, being like the second mother. With the extra gender role bullshit that most eldest daughters
are given, I was doing that.” In addition to his mother’s treatment, Dylan faced and still faces
criticism from his father. Dylan said, “After coming out or being forced out really… my father,
he's always wanted me to prove that I am trans. He wanted research, he wanted studies.”
The original iteration of pathways theory (Daly 1992; Arnold 1990; Gilfus 1993;
Brennan, Breitenbach, Dieterich, Salisbury, and Van Voorhis 2012; Reisig, Holtfreter, and
Morash 2006; Topitzes et al. 2011; Salisbury and Van Voorhis 2009; Gehring 2018; Jones et al.
2014) demonstrates that child abuse is a common pathway to criminal offending for girls and
women. Likewise, I found that child abuse is a common pathway to offending for trans men. The
majority of men in this study (9 of 15, 60%) experienced child abuse, all of whom felt that the
abuse was directly related to their gender and/or sexual identity. At a young age, these men were
assumed to be girls, based on the biological sex assigned to them at birth by doctors and parents.
When these men questioned their identity as girls—whether by acting like a tomboy, presenting
“too much” masculinity, or telling an adult that they were a boy—they were held accountable to
their presumed gender through the use of extreme punishment in the form of child abuse.
Furthermore, most of the men in the study first identified as a lesbian because they “didn’t know
transgender was a thing” (as quoted by Stefan). Identifying as a lesbian seemed to be the only
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framework they had to associate with what they felt. Some of these respondents then faced
further violence and child abuse based on their minority sexual identity.
Victimization Experiences
Most of the fifteen men in the previously incarcerated group of this study experienced
some form of sexual victimization. Of these fifteen men, twelve experienced sexual harassment
and eleven experienced sexual assault or rape. In total, 12 of the 15 men (80%) in this group
experienced sexual victimization. In addition, one man gives a detailed account of a physical
assault he endured by four strangers on the street. This assault left him with permanent brain
damage, as well as a sense of increased fear related to his status as a trans man living in the
South.
Sexual Victimization
Most of the men interviewed experienced sexual harassment (12 of 15, 80%) and/or
sexual assault or rape (11 of 15, roughly 73%) at some point in their lives—in addition to the
childhood abuse just described. Miguel, a 33-year-old Black, Hispanic trans male, remembered,
“I had an instance where some guys on campus was in college chased me back to my dorm…
very early in transition. Pre-hormone, pre-surgery, like very weird androgynous stage… One of
them yelled, ‘What are you? Are you a guy? Are you fag?’”
When asked if he had experienced sexual harassment, Stefan replied, “All day, every
day.” Stefan explained that he was continuously harassed at work by men and women due to his
gender identity. He said, “I used to work on a truck with five other guys on the truck with me and
I would hear stuff like, ‘Well, you still have a vagina.’” One of Stefan’s co-workers asked him to
shave his mustache and when Stefan said he wouldn’t do that, the co-worker said, “But you
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would be a pretty girl.” Finally, another co-worker showed him porn with “a man, fucking an
FTM. Then he said, ‘Why can’t we be like this?’” Stefan wanted to quit his job, but at the time
that was not an option; “I would quit my job if I had a backup plan because they make me so
uncomfortable. They’re always asking questions, or I’m being called ‘she.’ When I step in, it’s
‘baby girl’ this…It’s extremely uncomfortable.”
Virgil also experienced sexual harassment before transitioning, when he was presenting
as a woman and identified as a lesbian. He said, “A couple of times when I was female. Guys
would slap me on the butt, or something like at a bar or something.” After transitioning, “I did go
to a gay bar once and this guy reached in between my crotch and I laughed, and I said, ‘Honey
it’s not there.’ He took his hand away from me real quick.”
Like the original pathways theory (Daly 1992; Arnold 1990; Gilfus 1993; Brennan,
Breitenbach, Dieterich, Salisbury, and Van Voorhis 2012; Reisig, Holtfreter, and Morash 2006;
Topitzes et al. 2011; Salisbury and Van Voorhis 2009; Gehring 2018; Jones et al. 2014), sexual
harassment is often a pathway to offending for trans men in this study. There are unique
experiences that people who present as girls and women, as well as trans men, go through that
might have long term effects on behavior. Like women, trans men’s sexual harassment is often
based on gender presentation. Unlike women, trans men also face sexual harassment based on
trans status as it relates to specific anatomy, as wells as harassment based on gender correction
(e.g. “I can fix you if I have sex with you.”).
Winston experienced rape as an adolescent. After playing football with some friends, one
of the boys followed him home and attacked him. Following the assault, Winston pulled a knife
out and swung it at him to get him to leave. At the time of the assault, Winston was still
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presenting as a girl. He said the assault “was just a boy that was a horndog and thought he could
take advantage of a girl and thought it was okay.”
Brody, a 58-year-old Black, Caribbean, Latino trans male described a traumatic incident
when he was almost raped at the age of 15. He explained that he was stopped on the street by a
guy asking for directions. Once he provided the directions, the guy stopped his car and grabbed
him; “He turned on my street, jumped out of the car and was choking the hell out, like just
grabbed me, was choking me, was trying to drag me into the bushes or away from the light or
whatever. My neighbor came out shouting and he let me go, run away home, but that was pretty
scary.” Brody went on to say, that the perpetrator only got his pants pulled down and scratched
him up really badly. Due to the incident, he stayed home from school for a couple of days and
rumors started at school that he was raped. He said the rumors were also “completely
traumatizing for me as a trans man, because I was beginning this part of my life where I knew I
was trying to navigate and figure out how to start transitioning.” Gender identity was a
particularly salient characteristic for the vast majority of the men in this study. Because they
have had to think about gender more than most people, it seems as if they were better able to
identify how sexual victimization was interwoven with their gender presentation at the time of
the traumatic event.
In addition to being raped as a child, Lawrence also experienced rape as an adult. At the
time, he was taking medication for depression and anxiety and his friend came over and kept
plying him with alcohol. Lawrence said, “Well, I drink the beer and then, no lie, the next thing I
know, he was on top of me. He sexually assaulted me.” After this assault, his perpetrator
continued to send text messages with pictures of his genitalia, including messages like, “I think
about coming in you all the time.” In attempting to cope with his assault, Lawrence explained,
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“The only way I know how to describe it is, everything happened there has made me who I am.
It shows me what to watch out for and makes you more alert.”
Reese, 32, has experienced sexual harassment and rape. Reese, who identifies as
“heterosexual,” described an event at a bar where he frequently went to watch football games.
Another patron there, a guy he had met a few times, kept propositioning Reese for sex. Reese
explained, “I had one guy telling me that it was because I could talk sports and be really cool to
chill with but yet he could still sleep with me so that was a plus because he wouldn't be gay
because I don't have a penis.” Other guys at the bar also tried to hit on Reese. He said, they often
used “one of their go-to lines, ‘Well, trust me, if you just let me, I promise you'd change your
mind.’”
When he was 22, Reese was raped by an acquaintance. He said, “I was at the lake with
my little sister and a bunch of our friends. We were going to leave but my sister wanted to stay...
and I wasn't going to leave without her. I passed out in a bedroom and I woke up to [being
raped].” In reflecting on the experience, Reese said,
I think that's another reason I don't get close to people. I just don't trust people in general,
especially in situations to where I feel like there's not an out because we didn't drive
there. We rode with friends, and then they left, and one of our other friends was going to
come back and get us, so I felt stuck…I don't put myself in that situation anymore. I
always have a way out.
Rhett, 39, who previously participated in sex work while living on the streets, also
experienced rape during that time. He said, “some of it was intended to be consensual, but then
wasn't. I think, when you get into sex work, a lot of those lines can be [blurry]; to me it's about
consent or not.”
Joaquin, a 49-year-old non-Hispanic White trans man was sexually assaulted by a
boyfriend in college. Joaquin cheated on his boyfriend with a woman and told him about it at
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dinner. Joaquin explained, “After dinner, he ended up taking me back to his apartment and got
pretty, pretty nasty… he made me take my clothes off and kept trying to have sex with me,
forcing himself on me. I was able to get up and run off and lock myself in the bathroom and then
he finally chilled out.” Joaquin said because his boyfriend was the president of the Baptist
Student Union on campus, no one believed Joaquin about the sexual assault. Joaquin said that
man is “now married and he's got two little girls and is a minister.”
Joaquin also experienced rape at the age of nine by his 13-year-old cousin. When he told
his parents about the abuse ten years later, they did not believe him. He said, “I’ve lived a life of
repression because I’ve had to, and so maybe it's just easy for me to do that. I did go through
therapy. I've worked through it; I have talked it out.” Rafael, a 61-year-old non-Hispanic White
trans man also experienced rape and molestation as a child. He said, “I was molested several
times as a child by early teen teenage boys. There was one that was a cousin of mine through my
stepdad.” Rafael also said he was an “outcast” in his apartment complex and did not have friends
to play with. He said, “There was a guy-- several times, who took me down in the basement and
had me take my pants off and sit in his lap and I'd just sit there and go, ‘What are you doing?
What are we doing?’ I really had no clue.”
For many of the trans men in this study, sexual victimization preceded incarceration,
continued while incarcerated, and happened post-incarceration. Almost all of the trans men who
experienced sexual victimization in the form of assault, rape, or harassment, felt their
victimization was connected with their gender expression. Several trans men said that when the
victimization happened while they were presenting as female, it seemed like it was due to the
common plight of women as objects. If the victimization happened while they were in the
process of transitioning, several men thought it was because they were more vulnerable to
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attacks. And finally, although fewer victimization events occurred among the men as they
present as male, when it did happen, it was often related to trans identity. However, seven of the
twelve men (roughly 58%) identify as a race and/or ethnicity other than White and non-Hispanic.
In addition, ten of these twelve men have been homeless at some point in their lives. Therefore,
gender, race, ethnicity, and homelessness influence the likelihood of sexual victimization.
Sexuality, educational attainment, and multiple support systems may also influence the
likelihood of sexual victimization and its relationship to incarceration. For example, although the
twelve men in this study who have not been incarcerated experienced similar rates of sexual
victimization as the previously incarcerated group, they somehow avoided the criminal justice
system. These findings show the complexity of intersectional identities and how those influence
major life-events. Follow-up interviews with the men in this study is needed to address the
relationship between sexual victimization other intersectional characteristics not explored in this
dissertation.
Physical Assault
Although I did not specifically ask about physical assault, one respondent described the
traumatic assault he experienced. Several years before being arrested for a DUI, Reese, a 32year-old White and Cherokee Indian trans man, was physically assaulted outside a bar at the age
of 21. At the bar that night, Reese’s friend ordered drinks, saying, ‘He's going to have a PBR,’
pointing to Reese.
There was this group of people standing beside her who looked behind her and saw me
and was like, ‘Did you just call them a he or her, something like that?’ She was like,
‘Yes, that's a dude.’ They were like, ‘Bullshit, whatever.’ She got into it with them trying
to defend me. I was like, ‘Let it go, it's not a big deal.’ We knew the owners and the
bouncers and… they just don't tolerate any type of stuff like that. They got kicked out and
about an hour later.
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Reese had to work the next morning, so he left the bar earlier than his friends. When he walked
out, the four strangers who had been kicked out of the bar were waiting around the corner. He
described,
When I got past them, one of them hit me in the back of the head. It was three girls and a
guy. I'm only 5ft 2, 98 pounds. I'm not very big. They put their knees on my shoulders
and I had shaggy hair, so they took my hair and beat my head into the pavement. They
broke three ribs on my left side, my right arm in three different places that caused the
back of my brain to bleed. The bouncer apparently finally heard something and walked
around and ran them off was trying to get them, but I was bleeding from my mouth and
ears and stuff, so he just went to me and then I woke up in the hospital.
The assault caused permanent damage, including a traumatic brain injury (TBI) and seizures.
Before the assault, Reese said he was very open about his gender identity, but now is “a lot more
reserved.” He explained that his girlfriend often corrects strangers when they misgender Reese.
He said, “I know she’s coming from a good spot, but she doesn’t understand that I have this fear
now. I’m constantly watching my back because of my past with it.”
Although Reese’s assault happened in adulthood, it was prior to his arrest and
incarceration. Therefore, for Reese, physical abuse could be considered a pathway to future
offending. The assault he went through has certainly shaped his daily behavior. Because
traumatic brain injuries have an effect on decision-making abilities (Owen, Freyenhagen, Martin,
and David 2017), Reese’s victimization could have been related to his decision to drive while
intoxicated. Though this is a very specific case and pathway to offending from victimization, it is
not uncommon for physical assault in childhood to lead to the same results (Daly 1992; Arnold
1990; Gilfus 1993; Brennan, Breitenbach, Dieterich, Salisbury, and Van Voorhis 2012; Reisig,
Holtfreter, and Morash 2006; Topitzes et al. 2011; Salisbury and Van Voorhis 2009; Gehring
2018; Jones et al. 2014). Follow-up interviews with the men in this study, as well as additional
research, is needed to address physical assault as a pathway to offending among trans men.
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Homelessness
Although some theorists discuss homelessness as a factor related to offending (Arnold
1990; Gilfus 1993; Chesney-Lind 1989; Holsinger 2000), homelessness was related to running
away from home to avoid victimization. That is not the case for most of the trans men in this
study, who were largely kicked out of their home because of their gender and sexual identities.
However, homelessness is a common pathway to offending for the trans men in this study. Ten
of the 15 men (roughly 67%) in this group experienced homelessness. Eight of these ten men
experienced homelessness as a direct result of family rejection based on their gender or sexual
identity. Before his incarceration, Winston said he “was living at the beach on a bench” and
when they changed the laws about homelessness where he was, he would have to move in the
middle of the night to avoid arrest. Winston explained he first became homeless, because “my
mother was pissed off because I did not want to finish school where I was going to school... I
told her I wanted to go to another school.” Unfortunately, Winston’s homelessness also
continued after his arrest; he said, “It just kept getting worse…. Nothing would work.” By the
time his work release started after his first arrest, he had already been arrested five or six more
times. While he said he was never arrested because he was homeless, he said it was “always used
as suspicion that you were up to no good.” Even at the time of our interview, Winston was living
in his car despite working three jobs.
Quadarius, a 27-year-old non-Hispanic Black trans man experienced homelessness on
several occasions growing up. He said, “When we was young, sometimes I remember we had to
go stay with other people because we didn't have money, we didn't have nowhere to stay. I
remember having to live with my grandma sometimes.” Then, as a teenager, his mother would
often kick him out of the house. He explained, “I just think this is sometimes the Black
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community way… where parents would be like, ‘You don't like it? This is my house. You can
get out.’ I get in trouble and she'll be like, ‘You can go live with this person…’” But at the age of
16 when his mother kicked him out, Quadarius had no place to go. He tried to move in with his
grandmother, but she was reluctant to get involved, so he ended up living in his car and couchsurfing. Despite his living situation, Quadarius was able to finish high school.
At another point in his life, before incarceration, Quadarius was again homeless. He was
living with his girlfriend when they broke up. His mother would not let him move in, so he had
to once again live in his car for over a month. He said, “It was wintertime and it is cold in
wintertime… I'm in my car with a blanket, literally sleeping with the heater on for a while.”
When it got too cold, Quadarius asked his ex-girlfriend if he could move back in. When that
situation no longer worked, Quadarius was able to move in with his uncle, though that did not
last for long.
Due to lack of family support, Rafael, a 61-year-old non-Hispanic White trans man,
experienced homelessness when coming out as trans almost 20 years ago. He explained,
I was homeless for just a little while in my truck and I saw something about the men’s
clinic here in Atlanta and I wrote to them and said, ‘I’m living in my truck with my dog
and I need some help. I want to do my transition’. And, they sent back to me a
scholarship for the full to the whole Southern Comfort Conference that year in 1999 and
it changed my life and I found out doctors and just everything and I got to go to the clinic
and get checked out for free. It was a really great thing.
Since leaving jail, and at the time of our interview, Rafael was living with his girlfriend in his car
and occasional hotel rooms when he could afford it.
Brody, 58, experienced “bouts of house insecurity” in his 20s, 30s, and 40s. After coming
out as trans and losing family support, Brody “was just trying to support [himself] as a young
transgender person with a partner and again trying to live the ideals of what a man is supposed to
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be doing or do.” Because going through a medical transition is often very expensive, Brody had
to sleep in his car on several occasions for anywhere between a week and two months.
At a young age, Stefan was sent to a home for “delinquent” adolescent girls. Because he
identified as trans, the home made him live alone and put a sign on his door that read “SP” for
sexual protocol; this is the same sign they used for sex offenders in the home. They told him they
put it on his door, so no girl could be in his room. After being labeled a sexual offender, he ran
away from the home. He tried to stay with his grandmother but found that she was also homeless
at the time. So, he said, “I left because I didn’t want her to feel obligated. I met some kids
smoking weed or whatever, and I just stayed with them for a little while.” After going back to the
state he was from, Stefan said, “I came back and just bull crapped. I didn’t contact my mom or
nobody. I don’t know why I did that.” Another interviewee, Lawrence, also experienced
homelessness as a teenager after being kicked out of his home when he was 14 years old and
then ran away from his foster home. He and his sister (who identified as a lesbian) were
homeless and lived on the streets for two years before being adopted.
Being homeless makes people more visible to police officers. In addition, it puts those
who are homeless in a position where work in the underground economy (i.e. sex work and drug
dealing), or theft, may be the only solution to survive (Tyler and Johnson 2004). Homeless
people are targeted by police, who can arrest someone for loitering, like Wilson’s story so clearly
illustrates. Of the 15 previously incarcerated men in this study, only one man (roughly 7%) did
not experience any pathways; two men (roughly 13%) experienced one pathway; seven men
(roughly 47%) experienced two pathways; five men (roughly 33%) experienced all three
pathways. Those who experienced at least two pathways totaled twelve (80%). Of the 12 men in
this study who have not been incarcerated, four (roughly 33%) experienced one pathway, which
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was sexual victimization; five (roughly 42%) experienced two pathways; three (25%)
experienced all three pathways. Those who experienced at least two pathways totaled eight
(roughly 67%). Therefore, perhaps the overlap of victimization types plays a role in future
involvement in the criminal justice system.
Negative Coping Mechanisms
Coping strategies concerning childhood traumas like abuse, rejection, and homelessness,
can vary. Some mechanisms are unhealthy and sometimes dangerous, like drug use and
offending (Halsey 2018; Karatzias, Power, Woolston, Apurva, Begley, Mirza, Conway, Quinn,
Jowett, Howard, and Purdie 2018). Many men in this group utilized negative coping mechanisms
when attempting to deal with their victimization, with drug use and abuse being most common.
Drug Use
Drug use is often a common coping mechanism when dealing with childhood trauma and
sexual victimization (Quinn, Boone, Scheidell, Mateu-Gelabert, McGorray, Beharie, Cottler, and
Khan 2016; Goodman 2017). Although psychological distress and poor mental health is a major
theme in feminist pathways theory, these issues were not explicitly stated as a reason for drug
use and abuse among the men in this study. Future research is needed on the relationship
between drug use and mental health among previously incarcerated trans men. While most of the
fifteen men in this group of the study participated in some drug and alcohol use and abuse, two
men, Matt and Rhett, were serious heroin addicts for decades. Matt, a 53-year-old Chinese and
Lebanese trans man, was homeless on and off for over 20 years in between his stints in jail and
prison. Matt’s homelessness was due in large part to his heroin addiction, which developed
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around the age of 30. While homeless, Matt primarily stayed in motels or on his friends’
couches. As Matt explained, “Living in hotels is expensive.” He went on,
Unfortunately, when you live like that that tends to mean you’re going to have to do
things to get the money. There’s a lot of criminality involved in that. It’s just a whole
different lifestyle. There’s a lot of stealing and a lot of prostituting that is involved with
coming up with the rent for that. Generally, if you’re doing that you’re getting high too.
Matt recalled a particularly traumatic experience with heroin when living in a motel in
2014. His girlfriend purchased bad drugs and missed the vein when shooting him up. When he
woke up two days later in the hospital, he was placed in a medical coma and had multiple
surgeries to try to save his arm. In the end he was diagnosed with “necrotizing fasciitis, which is
flesh-eating bacteria” that spread to his leg. He ended up in the hospital for ten weeks and
ultimately had to have his leg amputated. Matt eventually was able to stop the use of heroin after
his last incarceration experience two years ago. After release, he decided he needed to get clean
and reached out to his parents; “I called my parents and I showed up at their house. I knew it was
a hit or miss the day they let me come in. When I realized that they would help me if I would just
do the right thing, I struggled with using for a couple of months. Then I was like, ‘Fuck it.’ I got
on the [methadone] clinic and I’ve been [at my parents] ever since then.”
Rhett, a 39-year-old non-Hispanic White trans man, explained that his parents “fell out of
the picture” when he was about 13 years old. He believes their departure was based around his
suicidal ideation, gender identity, and his father’s addiction. He said, “My dad would put his
bags together for goodwill and I remember I would steal his slacks and then suspenders to hold
up the slacks and shit- ride the skateboard. I just felt so fucking cool. He was like, ‘What is
wrong with my child?’ Very quickly, they just stopped fighting over me.” Rhett’s friend’s father
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became his guardian after Rhett’s father relapsed and starting drinking, using drugs, and
gambling again. When I asked Rhett why he thought he became a heroin addict, he explained,
I really don't know and I'm not going to pretend that I do. What I do know is that…I
started [menstruating] at 12. At 13, I started having very frequent trips to the psychiatric
unit for attempted suicides… This feels really weird to say out loud but part of me feels
grateful that I started doing drugs when I did because it distracted that thing in me that
just wanted to die. If I didn't start using, I think I would've been more affected with the
suicide attempt. I initially started IV-ing meth. Within six months I was shooting heroin
and that was at 14…
While living with his friend’s family, Rhett “had gotten into a little legal trouble.”
Fortunately, the court sent him through diversion, instead of putting him in juvenile detention.
Rhett had been saving money for a few years and had over $2,000 in his bank account—money
he was going to use to pay his $75 diversion fine. When Rhett went to the bank, he found out
that his dad had withdrawn that entire account, except for $5.38. Rhett was devastated and turned
to drugs more regularly. Rhett said, “After that, it was really like-- I started using so hard and so
much and I had no resentments towards my friend or his dad at all. They did the best they could,
but after that, it was just so many institutions and the state caught up with me.”
After being kicked out of his guardian’s home because of his gender identity, Rhett
experienced homelessness off-and-on for about 15 years. He lived in juvenile detention centers,
foster homes, group homes, and eventually with his older sister. Between the ages of 13 and 16,
Rhett guesses he was “homeless half the time.” He said, “when I was, probably, 16, my sister
swooped in and she became my guardian. That was sweet. I tried really hard to stay clean too. I
actually was doing all right then.” Despite his efforts, Rhett started using heroin again and was
kicked out of his sister’s home. At one point, Rhett was homeless and sleeping in a tent in a
parking lot of a local college in Oregon but was not using heroin with the help of methadone
clinics. During this time, unrelated to his gender identity, Rhett was assaulted on the street and
112

had his jaw broken on both sides. He said, “Man, I woke up in the hospital with my jaw wired
shut and I was on morphine drip. They gave me two huge bottles of liquid Oxycodone. I was
okay when I was on it, but when I ran out, I started shooting heroin again.”
Although illegal drug use is a crime in itself, it is also often a pathway to further
offending (Turanovic and Pratt 2013; Hayhurst, Pierce, Hickman, Seddon, Dunn, Keane, and
Millar 2017; Hammersley 2011). Many of the trans men in this study used drugs as an unhealthy
coping mechanism for dealing with the abuse and violence they faced regarding their gender and
sexual identities. As in the original conception of feminist pathways perspective, drug use is also
a pathway to homelessness among the trans men in this study. The abuse of drugs and alcohol
can perpetuate offending behaviors in order to survive. Matt and Rhett both participated in
criminal activity, such as shoplifting and theft, to help fund their expensive heroin addictions. It
was only after the cessation of heroin use that they both stopped engaging in crime.
Offending and Other Negative Coping Mechanisms
Using coping mechanisms to handle trauma is common among most people. The way
victimization and discrimination are faced “directly influences levels of health and psychological
well-being” (Raut, Singh, Subramanyam, Pinto, Kamath, and Shanker 2014). Coping techniques
vary based on “age, life experience, [and] cultural background” (Raut et al. 2014:21).
Sometimes, negative coping mechanisms, such as offending, are often used in place of positive
mechanisms, such as therapy. In addition to offending, the men in this study also using
avoidance to cope with their victimization and discrimination experiences.
Moving to other states seemed to be a common coping mechanism for the men in this
study. Although relocating could be seen as a positive mechanism for some people, these men
moved to other locations with very few, if any, social contacts. Social isolation can often be a
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precursor for drug use and participation in survival crimes (Brown 2016; Lee, Sells, Klimczak,
Barber, and DeMatteis-Lepore 2018). Social isolation is also a predictor of mortality, controlling
for demographic factors and baseline health (Steptoe, Shankar, Demakakos, and Wardle 2013).
Damion, a 35-year-old Black and Korean trans man has also experienced homelessness recently.
After spending 14 days in jail for a DUI, Damion lost his job and could not afford to pay rent.
Damion also experienced homelessness before being arrested. Damion explained that his twin
was murdered in Florida and “already had some trauma from [his] mom beating [him] so much,”
and “was just going through a lot mentally.” After his brother’s murder, Damion moved across
the country to “get away from it all.” He explained,
I had a homeboy that would sometimes let me come and stay the night. He was on section
eight, so wasn't even supposed to let me stay there at all. He had started renting me space
for a week at a time, because he didn't have any income; one day, his caseworker came in
and they said, ‘What is he doing here?’ He said, ‘This is my friend. He's from out of
town, and he's just coming here to visit.’ After that day, he got scared. He said, ‘Hey,
man. After today, you got to leave.’
After being kicked out of his friend’s apartment, Damion bought an air mattress, put it in his
trunk, and lived out of his car for six months. Unfortunately, leaving his home in Florida, where
his brother was murdered, may not have been a successful coping mechanism.
In addition to Damion, four other men moved across the country to avoid future
offending or contentious relationships. After the charges were dropped against Virgil, 52, he
decided to sell his home and move from Tennessee to Kansas, where he had one friend.
Although the move may end up being a positive change, Virgil was uneasy about the lack of
community connection he was soon facing. Therefore, due to social isolation, avoidance of
current situations by moving to places with few friends, if any, might further worsen the trauma
the men in this study have experienced.
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Miguel, 33, moved from Ohio to Arizona where he only knew one person, and left behind
his unsupportive friends and family. Brody, 58, left Miami and moved to Atlanta when his
family did not react well to him “coming out” as trans. Finally, Rhett, 39, left Washington state
to move to Georgia to escape his former life as a heroin addict. Like Virgil’s move, Rhett’s move
seems like a positive change, but can lead to hardships when dealing with lack of social support
in a new place. People with addiction histories and mental illnesses have the most trouble finding
social support, housing and employment after incarceration (Western, Braga, Davis, and Sirois
2015). Therefore, Rhett is likely to encounter hardships with social integration in Georgia.
Some of the men in this study engaged in offending behavior to cope with the trauma
they experienced as children and the difficulties associated with their gender identity. For
example, Brody started buying and selling testosterone on the street as a means of income for his
transition. He then ran away from home at the age of 16 and had no contact with his parents for
years. Lawrence, 26, is a recovering addict who used drugs and alcohol to cope with the multiple
abuses he faced as a teenager. Before he started his recovery process, Lawrence, drove drunk and
high every day. He said, “I was a functioning fucked-up person, basically.” Lawrence was in a
series of car accidents and DUI stops before he spent six months in jail. Lawrence said that he
“stopped partying” since his release from jail and has “been sober almost two years.”
Miguel was a victim of physical child abuse and was exposed to intimate partner violence
between his parents growing up. At times, Miguel has used violence as a coping mechanism for
dealing with anger or frustration. While Miguel seemed to be doing okay and was in therapy at
the time of the interview, he had been a perpetrator in intimate partner violence situations as an
adult. The first time he was arrested was for “domestic violence.” He explained,
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A girlfriend I had... got into a verbal altercation that turned physical…A lot of pushing
and shoving and she actually left my apartment. She left, went about her own way; went
back to her dorm where her and her roommate called the police. The police came,
arrested me for-- Initially the charge was domestic violence and going through the court
process and whatnot ended up being dropped down to a disorderly conduct for various
reasons.
While some of these men made positive changes in their lives and were utilizing better coping
strategies (e.g. therapy), than they did in the past, at some point in their lives, they used negative
coping mechanisms to handle childhood trauma or difficulties dealing with gender identity. Like
many pathways scholars have shown (Turanovic and Pratt 2013; Begle, Hanson, Danielson,
McCart, Rugiero, Amstadter, Resnick, Saunders, and Kilpatrick 2011; Bowles, DeHart, and
Webb 2012; Long and Ullman 2013) negative coping mechanisms (drug use noted is specifically
noted in the original pathways literature) are a common response to victimization. As such,
offending behavior becomes more common.
Conclusion
Trans men in this study experienced similar pathways to offending that other non-trans
populations have experienced and has been established in existing research (Daly 1992; Arnold
1990; Gilfus 1993; Brennan, Breitenbach, Dieterich, Salisbury, and Van Voorhis 2012; Reisig,
Holtfreter, and Morash 2006; Topitzes et al. 2011; Salisbury and Van Voorhis 2009; Gehring
2018; Jones et al. 2014). Feminist pathways perspective argues that early trauma, often related to
child abuse and sexual victimization, leads to survival strategies and coping mechanisms, such as
running away, homelessness, and drug use. It is ultimately these negative coping mechanisms
that lead to crime and increased drug use. Of these traditional pathways to incarceration,
substance abuse was the least common among most of the men in this study. However,
homelessness emerged as a prominent pathway to incarceration. Of the twelve previously
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incarcerated men in this study who experienced two or more pathways, ten faced homelessness.
Other than the five men who reported all three pathways (5 of the 12 who faced two or more
pathways), the men who reported both sexual victimization and homelessness were the most
common (4 of the 12 who faced two or more pathways).
The trans men in this study who experienced homelessness were often left fighting for
survival, with limited employment opportunities and frequently living directly on the streets. The
dire conditions of homelessness created other pathways to offending, and eventually
incarceration, associated with a feedback loop. This loop has trans men rotating between
unemployment as a result of discrimination, to homelessness, and eventually jail or prison, then
back to unemployment and homelessness because of their trans status and criminal record. After
incarceration most of the men in this study became homeless again, continuing a seemingly
never-ending cycle; one that Winston said, “Just keeps getting worse.”
Childhood abuse by family members, sexual victimization, and homelessness—often
intertwined with drug abuse—were part of respondents’ stories. Based on the stories from the
men in this study, these pathways were all related to the respondents’ gender identities or
expressions. While some of the experiences with these pathways were directly tied to the men’s
incarceration, others were traumatic experiences that increased stress and the likelihood of future
interactions with the criminal justice system. For instance, in terms of childhood abuse, early
juvenile records followed some men in this study into adulthood and led to harsher punishments
as adults. Similarly, the negative effects of sexual violence are linked to depression, suicidal
ideation, and substance abuse, all of which can exacerbate trans men’s interactions with the
criminal justice system (Testa et al. 2012; Long and Ullman 2013; Bouris, Everett, Heath,
Elasaesser, and Neilands 2016).
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The use of negative coping mechanisms was more common than the use of positive
coping mechanisms. Even when these men altered their coping strategies from drug use and
offending to avoidance, in the form of moving across the country, these choices could still be
detrimental. There are potential benefits to avoiding deviant peers, such as drug dealers in
Rhett’s case. However, because the men in this study who moved did so to locations where they
knew only one person, the threat of social isolation is likely. Social isolation has negative longterm health consequences (Steptoe et al. 2013). Therefore, it seems from the stories presented by
the men in this study, that coping skills related to victimization and discrimination are lacking.
Feminist pathways theory has long shown how victimization histories have influenced
factors, such as drug abuse and homelessness, that are tied to offending. The findings in this
chapter also show how childhood trauma and sexual victimization are predictors of future
offending and create blurred boundaries between victimization and offending (Buist and Lenning
2016; Tyler and Johnson 2004). Family rejection among the men in this study is tied to
homelessness (Grant et al. 2011; Klein and Golub 2016). Eight men in the previously
incarcerated group of this study experienced homelessness after being kicked out of their home
based on their identity. Without having multiple sources of support, many of these men were
forced to live on the street, making them more visible to police scrutiny. After arrest and
incarceration, many men had difficulty finding and keeping employment (Grant et al. 2011;
Bradford et al. 2013), and subsequently, affordable housing. Many men participated in the
underground economy (Faithful 2009; Freedom Overground 2017; Stanley and Smith 2015;
Tyler and Johnson 2004) to survive. All of these issues play a role in the likelihood of arrest,
incarceration, and success after reentry. Feminist pathways theory is a prime framework to
illustrate how these factors influence involvement in the criminal justice system. In addition,
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queer criminological theory also helps situate these findings in a broader context. Queer
criminology draws attention to the rejection the trans men in this study faced (Buist and Lenning
2016). This is especially obvious among the eight men who were kicked out of their homes due
to gender and sexual identities. By centering these men in research, I am directly challenging the
Cisnormativity of mainstream, and to some extent, feminist criminologies (Ball 2016; Ball et al.
2014).
Understanding that trans men’s offending and incarceration are directly related to
victimization should change the way this population is addressed within criminal justice policy
and the criminal justice system itself. Child abuse, sexual victimization, and homelessness,
interwoven with drug abuse, are the pathways to offending and incarceration. However, before
trans men get to the point of incarceration, there are various points where society could intervene
and criminal justice policy could be altered to stop further run-ins with the law. For example,
several men in this study who were previously incarcerated were kicked out of school, which is a
common plight for LGBT youth (Greytak et al. 2009; Grant et al. 2011; Center for American
Progress 2016). Protecting trans men, as children and adults, from abuse, violence, and poverty
could deter offending in this population and lower the disproportionate punishment U.S. criminal
justice policy places on trans men due to prejudice and discrimination.
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CHAPTER V
INCARCERATION AND BARRIERS TO SUCCESSFUL REENTRY
As discussed in chapter IV, intersecting characteristics, such as race, ethnicity, sexuality,
and presence of support systems often correspond to trans men’s experiences with the criminal
justice system. Not only do pathways to offending often include victimization, experiences in the
criminal justice system also often include victimization. Trans men are harassed, assaulted, and
discriminated against within the system (Grant et al. 2011). Before explaining the barriers to
reentry (post incarceration), I first go through the precursory steps of arrest, sentencing, and
incarceration since all stages ultimately influence and provide several barriers to successful
reintegration in society.
Negative Experiences with Police and Court Systems
Arrest and sentencing, the first two stages in the criminal justice system experience, often
dictate experiences with the last two stages—incarceration and reentry. Arrest and sentencing
effect reentry due to lack of trust and faith in the legitimacy of the criminal justice system (Fagan
2008; Wemmers 2013). When people believe the actors in the system are not just, it provokes
avoidance of and resistance to the system. Not only does the lack of faith in the system influence
the willingness to obey the law (Fagan 2008), but importantly, it also influences the likelihood of
victims to report their victimization to the police (Wemmers 2013; Graham 2014). In addition to
legitimacy, procedural justice also determines victims’ willingness to participate in the criminal
justice system (Wemmers 2013). Therefore, if a trans man in this study believes the outcome of
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his arrest and sentencing was biased, he is less likely to report his future victimization to police.
As Graham (2014:281) notes,
Troubled interactions with police are particularly problematic for trans[people] given the
amount of time spent on the street due to unstable housing and high rates of harassment
and violence. Thus, those who are most in need of basic public protections presumably
afforded to all citizens are precisely those least likely to benefit from them.
Arrest
Police are often in situations where they must use their discretion when deciding who to
arrest and who to let go with a warning (Braun, Rosenthal, and Therrian 2018; Brunson and
Miller 2006; Cole, Smith, and DeJong 2017). Because of this autonomy and decision-making
power, bias is always possible (Petersen 2017). Both Reese, a 32-year-old White and Cherokee
Indian, heterosexual trans male, and Damion, a 35-year-old Black and Korean, straight trans
man, were arrested for DUIs. Reese said, “I ended up getting pulled over a block from my
apartment. [The cop] said, ‘Have you been drinking?’ I was like, ‘Yes, sir. I have.’ I said I had
like two or three beers. The typical answer. He asked me to step out and do a field sobriety.”
Reese said that the officer had previously been accommodating because Reese disclosed
that he suffered from seizures. He explained, “when he walked up I asked him, ‘Can I pull my
side-view mirror in because your lights-- I have a history of seizures.’ He was like, ‘Yes,
absolutely. Let me turn them off,’ so he turned them off for me, which was nice.” After passing
the field sobriety test, the officer asked for Reese’s license. “He had been saying ‘Sir.’ Then
when he got my license… he looks at it, and looks at me, and he looks back and he was like,
‘Huh. Ma'am.’” As the officer was misgendering Reese another officer showed up to the scene.
The second cop was like, ‘You've been very cooperative and respectful.’ He actually was
genuinely nice. The first cop was like, ‘No, zero tolerance. We got to take you in.’ I was
like, ‘If it's zero-tolerance and I told you I had a beer, why'd you even do field sobriety? I
don't understand…’ The nice cop was like, ‘Let me
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talk to him.’ He was like, ‘Where do you live?’ I was like, ‘Right there.’ I could see my
balcony. He was like, ‘I'm sure we can work this out. You're obviously not falling over
yourself or anything.’ They talked for a minute and I just sat on the bumper of my truck.
Then he comes over and he's like, ‘Turn around. Put your hands behind your back.’ I'm
just like, ‘Crap.’
Damion said that he was pulled over for a burned-out headlight. “When I got out to check
the headlight there was nothing wrong, so that's when [the cop] asked me, ‘Hey, have you been
drinking?’ I said, ‘I did have one or two beers.’ After that, he tells me, ‘Well, we need you to go
in and take a breathalyzer test… and by the way, we ran everything on your vehicle, you don't
have car insurance.’” Damion did not have car insurance at the time because he could not afford
it and usually only drove to and from work. During this traffic stop, the officer accused Damion
of having a gun in the car. “I said, ‘No, I do not.’ He said, ‘Well, where is it?’ I said, ‘It's not in
the car.’ Whenever I got out of the car, he then said that I was either touching my pockets or
something. I'm like, ‘I'm not touching my pockets. My hands are just on the car.’ When I turned
around, he's busting my lip.”
Damion goes on to describe how the officer had his night stick on Damion’s back,
holding him down on the ground. At that time a second officer pulled onto the scene and the first
officer immediately released Damion from this hold. Damion believes this happened so the
officer was not caught by the second officer’s camera. Because of a previous back injury,
requiring surgery, the officer holding Damion to the ground exacerbated the pain. “I was like,
‘Hey, dudes, what you did really hurt my back, and I'm pain right now.’” So, the officers took
Damion to the hospital before taking him to jail. “[The hospital] just did scans, and they just kept
asking me if I was okay, what happened. [The cops] did not leave the front of my room. When
the nurses came in there and was asking me those questions, they were like, ‘Please, don't talk to
him.’”
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Dylan, a 23-year-old Black, Latino, bisexual man also believes that race was a
consideration in his arrest. “I feel like the fact that we got taken to jail… that race was probably a
factor. Had we been the White sorority girls, then I don't think we would've gone to jail. We'd
maybe been like fined, they would be like, "You're banned for X amount of months," or
whatever, but I don't think we would've actually went to jail.” While Dylan believed his arrest
was based on his race and ethnicity, Dylan was arrested with his boyfriend at the time who also
identifies as trans. Neither man was “passing” well at the time of arrest. Therefore, it is not
possible to disentangle these intersecting characteristics. Although Rafael, a 61-year-old White,
non-Hispanic straight male, did not believe race played a role in his arrest, he did believe his
gender identity did. “I think anytime I get pulled over or go anywhere or I have to show my
driver's license and it says [my dead name] on it… I just remember the feelings that I got from
hearing things. The shame it was shame-based.” Therefore, in addition to race, trans identity
impacts distrust of police, highlighting the importance of taking an intersectional approach when
studying pathways to and away from involvement in the criminal justice systems for trans men.
Brody, a 58-year-old African American, Caribbean/Latino pansexual male, also believe
his race and ethnicity played a role in his arrests. “I just think I was targeted each and every time.
Like I said, if I didn't live in the West end, where they patrol Black neighborhoods differently…
I used to live in Buckhead and I never ever was in a police roadblock, it was just crazy. It's just
like those kinds of things wouldn't even happen in certain neighborhoods… Of course, I was
younger, I used to have dreadlocks.”
General feelings about police by the men in this group are those of skepticism; especially
for the men of color. Brody, 58, said, “I don't feel like they're there to protect me, they're there to
harm me. Even if the police car gets behind me, I am literally reacting, I'm running through my
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head trying to be safe and I'm not being in a normal state when that happens.” In his job working
for a food distribution company, Brody said he was stopped over 1,000 times by police—never
receiving a ticket. “Driving while Black” is a common hardship endured by people of color
(Carbado 2017). The men of color in this study feel as if this tactic has been worse for them since
presenting as men. Therefore, lack of faith and wavering legitimacy of the criminal justice
system influence the likelihood of the trans men in this study to seek help from system actors at a
time when they need it most—during victimization and/or during reentry when housing and
support are lacking.
Sentencing
Although judicial discretion has been lessened in states with sentencing guidelines,
judges still have leeway in most cases (Yang 2015). Not only do judges have discretion,
prosecutors have the highest level of unchecked discretion in the criminal justice system
(Bushway and Forst 2013; Green and Levine 2016; Cole et al. 2017); thus, choosing who to
charge and to what extent. With this discretionary power, prosecutors, like police, often allow
bias to impede their decisions (Smith and Levinson 2011; Petersen 2017). Stefan, a 31-year-old
Black, non-Hispanic heterosexual man, was charged with conspiracy to commit armed robbery
and served ten years in prison. Stefan’s cousin was the gunman in a planned armed robbery of a
Blockbuster. After taking too long to return to the car, Stefan’s cousin’s friends left him. With no
way to get home, Stefan’s cousin called him to pick him up. Stefan explained more,
I was never arrested for armed robbery. When [the cops] came to get my cousin from the
apartment, I was in there. They searched my apartment. I had 22 ounces of weed. I ended
up being incarcerated for possession of marijuana with the intent to distribute. A month
or so later… I'm being walked down back to the fingerprint room and being charged with
all this other stuff…Because in the interview, my cousin's telling them that they left him.
They're like, ‘How did you get [home]?’ He was like, ‘My cousin came to pick me up.’
Not thinking that you just literally incriminated me.
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When preparing for his case, Stefan was assigned a public defender. “The first attorney I
have, a cool, nice, White dude, said they'll probably give me ten to five. He’s like, ‘You have to
file a plea.’” Stefan’s mother was not happy about him taking a plea bargain, so she hired
another lawyer. “My mom hires this Black attorney that just did not know what the fuck he was
doing…We try to use Black people… People kept being in my mom's ears saying, ‘Don't use
public defender.’ They don't understand that these people make pleas with the DAs every day.”
His new attorney turned down the plea bargain and took his case to trial. Going into trial,
Stefan’s attorney did not allow Stefan to dress according to his gender identity. “He tells me,
‘You cannot look like that when we go to trial…We're going to get your mom to get you a wig
and clothes.’ She gives me this wig, she gives me some clothes, then it ended up not going
good.” The prosecutors used video evidence of Stefan picking up his cousin from the
Blockbuster to show his guilt. Stefan explained,
They showed a tape of me where they're interviewing me after I get locked up about a
situation with my cousin. There's no point of playing a tape of me unless you're trying to
call me out… because I look completely different in the tape than I did on trial…It had
no evidence in it…I felt I had experienced extreme prejudice when they played that tape.
The people kept looking at the person [on the tape] and they kept looking at me, kept
going back and forth, like, "Wait a minute. Is this the same person?" I felt that did make
an impact, and it was impact they wanted to make. I was being on trial like a cute,
innocent girl, but really, I'm this thug-looking, girl-boy thing.
I asked Stefan if he felt his race, in addition to his gender identity, played a role in his sentence.
He responded, “Of course. I had 10 White jurors and two Black jurors, and one of the Black
jurors was a Glock instructor that even said that he instructed some police officers. I felt like I
had one Black person, an Uncle Tom, then 10 White people. I had no chance…” On the last day
of the trial, Stefan refused to put on a wig and women’s clothes.
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Quadarius, a 27-year-old Black, non-Hispanic heterosexual man, also said his race and
gender played a role in his sentencing. He said, “Number one, I'm Black, so we already know,
it's a proven fact that Black individuals are sentenced to more time in prison. That and also the
fact that I'm going in front of a judge and he's like, ‘Wait, what are you?’ People look at that and
be like, ‘Oh, there's something wrong with this person. Maybe they need some time to go think
about some stuff.’ I'm sure that played a part in it.” Rafael, 61, who believed his gender identity
played a role in his arrest, also believes his gender played a role in his sentencing. He explained
his traumatic courtroom experience by saying,
I had to stand up and say my [dead name] and they started passing the paper down like
‘dude, you don't look like [dead name]’. I said, ‘well I'm transgender,’ and the whole
courtroom is full. The thing that really got to me was there was this little old man that
worked at the court and he kept walking behind me and stopped and then tried to look
down my shirt. Isn't that gross?... I didn't have my binder on; he kept looking, he did it
several times, it was ridiculous.
Miguel, 33, actually had somewhat of a positive experience with his sentencing. His
original sentence for his forgery case was a year of probation. However, he could not afford the
probation costs and did not have transportation to get to his probation officer’s office. He
explained,
I wasn’t being drug tested. No one was making visits to my home or my place of
employment or to my classes and it was a waste of time. I didn't have a car at the time but
taking the bus to the next town over to visit my probation officer in the middle of the day.
I either had to skip class or make arrangements to get there. It just wasn't worth it. I told
my probation officer, ‘This is dumb.’ He was like, ‘I agree. You can just not come for the
next three, I’ll violate you, we can go back to court and I’ll recommend to the judge that
you either pay a fine or you spend a couple of extra days in jail and then they let you off
and be done.’
Miguel’s story is a great example of (1) how probation is often a harsher punishment than a short
jail sentence, and (2) how probation officers can use their discretion in a positive way. Just like
the arrest stage of the criminal justice process, the behavior (i.e. fairness) demonstrated by the
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court system can directly influence the likelihood of the trans men in this study to trust criminal
justice system actors in a time of future crisis. For the men in this study, racial and gender
discrimination are evident in prosecution and sentencing stages. In addition, the treatment of
trans men in the arrest and sentencing phases of the criminal justice system will likely affect their
decision to reach out to probation and/or parole officers if they need assistance in finding
employment, housing, or other resources upon reentry.

127

Table 5.1
Pseudonym

Offense, Incarceration Type, and Incarceration Length of Previously Incarcerated
Trans Men in Sample
Race/Ethnicity

Lawrence

White; non-Hispanic

Reese

White/Cherokee
Indian

Brody

African American;
Caribbean/Latino

Offense

Type of
Incarceration

DUI

jail

Domestic violence

YDC

DUI
Fight

Jail
YDC

DUI
Proof of insurance
DUI
Conspiracy to
commit robbery
DUI
Trespassing

Jail
Jail
Jail

Length of
Incarceration
6 months
Varied over 7 years

# Times
Incarcerated
1
15+
1

1.5 days
2 days

1

Up to 4 days each time
4 days
4.5 days

4
1
1

Rafael

White; non-Hispanic

Stefan
Damion

Black; non-Hispanic
Black/Korean

Winston

African American;
non-Hispanic

Marijuana
possession

Jail & prison

Dylan

Black; Latino

Sexual assault
(charges dropped)
Shoplifting

YDC
Jail

2 days
12 hours

1
1

Zack

Black; non-Hispanic

Prison & HH

1 year + 1 day

1

Joaquin

White; non-Hispanic

Identity fraud
Fraud/theft by
deception

Jail

5 days

1

Virgil

White; non-Hispanic

Domestic violencesister (charges
dismissed)

Jail

1

Matt

"other"
Chinese/Lebanese

Theft; drug charges;
forgery

13 hours
13 of the last 20 years;
36 months is longest
stay

Jail &prison

Prison
Jail
Jail

Miguel

Black; Hispanic

Rhett

White; non-Hispanic

Trespassing;
probation violations;
forgery; IPV
Drug charges;
shoplifting;
probation violations

Quadarius

Black; non-Hispanic

10 years
2 weeks
10 days
2.5 years total; 7
months is longest stay

1
1
1
2

50-60
Up to 4 days each time

Jail

4

Jail, tribal jail,
& prison

“several years on and
off”

Probation violations

Jail

2-7 days each
5 years prison, 3
months HH & 3 years
supervised release

Conspiracy to
commit robbery

Prison & HH
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Incarceration Experiences
Like arrest and sentencing, incarceration experiences can also negatively affect
successful reentry. In the correctional system, gender plays a role in the strip search process, cell
placement/housing, access to medication, access to gender appropriate undergarments,
discrimination and prejudice, and sexual victimization. The men in this study who were
incarcerated in prisons (see Table 5.1) were housed in women’s facilities; two men (Miguel and
Brody) were housed in the male side of local jails because they were not stripped searched; the
remaining men were housed on the women’s side of jails. All 15 men I interviewed in this group
felt their gender identity negatively influenced their incarceration experiences in varying ways.
Because of their negative experiences with the system, these trans men are less likely to reach
out to criminal justice actors when in need of assistance after reentry into society (Fagan 2008;
Wemmers 2013; Graham 2014).
Discrimination and General Incarceration Experiences
Prejudice and discrimination seem to be common plights of trans men in correctional
facilities. For example, Reese, 32, who had never been to jail before, and was housed on the
women’s side of the facility was changing clothes in front of the guard who was processing his
intake. The guard then asked him what she could do for him and suggested he be placed in a
segregated cell (i.e. a regular cell alone, not in solitary confinement). Reese agreed that would be
the best option for him. However, another guard denied that request. Reese explained,
The other CO unlocks the door and busted in and like looked at us like we were doing
something wrong. She was like, ‘This inmate needs to be segregated.’ The guy was like,
‘Why?’ She's like, ‘Well, they are transgender, and they don't feel safe.’ But the guy was
like, ‘No, we're not doing that… that's not happening, so drop it.’ They put me in a cell
with a female.
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Generally speaking, Reese said, the correctional officers think all inmates are “crap.” He
continues, “you don't realize it until you experience it I guess. You could tell the disdain in their
face and voice, they are not for any type of trans.”
Virgil, 52, and Rafael, 61, both non-Hispanic White males housed on the women’s side
of local jails experienced harassment while in jail. Rafael said,
most of the officers treated me like crap and there was this one really sweet Black woman
who says, ‘We want you to go in this one cell where nobody can hurt you because of
what you are.’ I said okay… It's just the shaming and everybody sticking their head in the
window to look at me.
Virgil detailed his harassment by saying,
the other officers were talking about [me being trans] … and the inmates wanted to know
what was below, and was it a pussy, what is it? They wanted to fuck it. They wanted to
lick it, those kinds of things. They also kept trying to put notes through the wall, and they
kept banging on the wall. It was all about sexual, what's below, and would I show it to
them, and could they fuck it?
Brody, a 58-year-old African-American Caribbean/Latino man experienced a similar situation.
He said,
You could tell that [the guards] had been passing the word around and so people were
literally coming by, they're looking at me like an animal in a zoo kind of thing, and I
eventually had to ask to be put in a cell because I started to be feeling unsafe.
During one of his four incarcerations, Brody also said he was strip-searched “about four times
over a three-day period” without being given a reason.
When Miguel, 33, was in jail, he did not disclose that he was trans and was not subjected
to a strip search, therefore, did not face much discrimination. However, he did see the
harassment of a trans woman. He said, “I actually got into an argument with some of the deputies
because they were harassing her and being dicks. I'm glad I wasn't out in that situation because I
don't even know what would have happened to me…” The woman was wearing a wig and a bra,
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which were both taken from her at intake. Miguel said the situation “was very cruel and
demeaning,” and was disappointed in the “female officers that were there…and allowed it to
happen.”
These men suffered prejudice and discrimination, solitary confinement, sexual
victimization, physical abuse, denial of medical needs, and a general dismissal of their identity
on a daily basis while incarcerated. Rhett, 39, has been in county jail, tribal jail, and prison over
the course of his life. When entering prison for the first time, Rhett said there were three general
sentiments about having a man—Rhett—in a women’s prison. He explained,
There was three different attitudes around me. One of it was completely indifferent like,
‘Yes, yes, whatever.’ There was a group of mostly older women, that was like, ‘That shit
is fucking disgusting.’ They had no trouble saying it. Then there were these younger
women that thought that they were so hot and wanted me to be their boyfriend and were
very vocal about it… I didn't know who did what where, where people did things, I didn't
know why. There was so much I had to learn.
Joaquin, 49, spent 5 days on the women’s side of a county jail. He said, “The girls that were
really cool about [me being trans], they would actually stand guard at the bathroom door so that I
could go and shower by myself. They were like, ‘No, you can't come in around now, Joaquin’s
there. You have to wait.’”
Dylan, a 23-year-old Black Latino man, however, did not have the same acceptance that
Joaquin experienced. Dylan was placed on the women’s side of a small city jail after being
arrested for petty shoplifting. The jail classified and housed him based off his driver’s license,
which had his dead name on it because the arrest was prior to him legally changing his name.
While in the cell with several women, he said, “one of the ladies, she looked at me and she was
looking at how I was dressed, and She was like, ‘Are you a boy or a girl?’ I had to say, ‘Not two
things,’ [about my gender] for my safety and to not get thrown into the male, I guess, holdings.”
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When I asked Dylan whether he considered coming out as trans to the officers in jail, he
responded, “I didn't really have to weigh the pros and cons. It wasn't even a thought to say
otherwise because in that situation my safety comes absolutely first and whatever I have to say
that will keep me in a relatively safe environment, then I'll say it because I'm not going to have to
see these people again.”
Brody, 58, described the “humiliation” he experienced when the guards performed his
strip search upon entering the jail. The first time Brody went to jail he had not undergone any
gender affirmation surgeries and was therefore wearing a binder and a prosthetic penis, what
some trans men refer to as a “packer.” He said,
Them checking, double-checking, searching you, the way that you're searched in jail. For
a trans person, there's nothing more humiliating… somebody telling you to bend over and
squat and then take your binder off and remove your prosthetic, the things that you do to
present that, and the world become a laughing matter and something to punish you for.
Winston, a 29-year-old, African-American, non-Hispanic man, also experienced issues with
correctional officers in jail. He described on guard who threatened to break Winston’s foot
because he was wearing flip-flops instead of boots. When I asked Winston why he thought the
officer was threatening him, Winston responded, “It was because I was in there lifting my own
body weight in front of him using my masculinity… I just couldn't stop lifting… He was
threatening for that reason because I wasn't a female that he can push over or put his hands on.”
Stefan spent about nine and a half years in one prison, followed by his last four months in
another prison. The first prison was in a more urban setting; the second one was very rural.
Stefan said the latter prison was “horrible.” He said,
Race always plays something. Like I said demographically racist. People at [urban
prison] are mass majority African American females, who are in a pretty much rural very
urban area. That was very country, where we were at [in the second prison]. And it really
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did hurt my feelings and it hurt my soul, my spirit, that I was treated way worse by Black
people than I had ever been treated by White people in [urban prison].
Stefan also described the varying conditions of the two prisons, explaining “there was like there
was no such thing as ‘a good day’ in [rural prison].” He said, “Take it from somebody that did
nine years in prison and then I go somewhere for the last four [months] right. And the last four is
basically making me feel that I've never been in a real prison before.” Stefan ended his
discussion of his ten years in prison by saying that time solidified his gender identity. He
explained,
It taught me more a lot about myself… I'm kind of glad because of the experience
because even looking around, being in an all-female environment, it made me more
secure to I was inside actually. I needed that… When you're basically in an environment
that is one sex, and then you have gender that comes secondary. You pretty much know. I
can see studs, they're comfortable walking around with their bras and big breasts and
them being okay with it. Then you have me who was buying Ace bandages from medical
trying to tie mine down.
As illustrated by these men’s stories, trans men experience unique difficulties while
incarcerated. Although most people face a strip search when they enter a correctional facility,
trans men face the added “humiliation” of guards finding out their biological sex and gender
identity and/or presentation do not align. These men face additional vulnerability to victimization
due to their gender identity, as well as an increased likelihood of solitary confinement. Shaming,
sexual harassment, and threats of physical and sexual violence by guards are also common
experiences faced by the men in this group of study. While lack of educational materials and
physical health issues due to overcrowding are problems all inmates face, trans men could be
especially affected by these due to their lack of employment options and medical resources
available upon reentry. Finally, due to their treatment by correctional officers and staff, these
men are less likely to report future victimization to actors in the criminal justice system.
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Physical and Sexual Victimization in Correctional Facilities
Several of the men in this study described experiencing or witnessing physical and sexual
assault. Rhett, 39, described an event that happened on his first day in prison. He said,
This girl takes me into the bathroom, and she keeps putting her fingers up her mouth with
like, ‘Shhhh.’ She takes me into a shower and she… takes her clothes off. I'm scared and
I'm like, ‘Why did I follow you in here, what is going on?’ She won't let me talk. I didn't
know… but there are no cameras in the showers, but there are microphones. So, that's
where people go to bang… I was so uncomfortable, and I was like, ‘I've got to get the
fuck out of here.’
Lawrence, a 27-year-old non-Hispanic White man, said certain guards would call him
“gay” and “faggot” and would “grope” him “to make sure [he] didn't have anything,” which
Lawrence said, “was complete bullshit.” He explained,
You just tell it's inappropriate touching because I'm a sexual assault survivor and I know
what is wrong and how you should touch somebody. I let them know that, but they didn't
give a shit. They still groped me. If I said something about it, they would say, ‘If you
want to act like a man, we'll treat you like a man. You want to look like one, we'll show
you a man.’ I experienced a lot of trans-hate.
Lawrence also witnessed sexual assault by guards against inmates and by inmates against other
inmates and said he “was almost sexually assaulted by another inmate.” “I woke up to her in my
bed. That wasn't fun. It scared the shit out of me.” In addition to sexual assault, Lawrence also
witnessed the physical assault of a trans woman in the facility. He described,
I saw another transgender person get all their teeth knocked out of their fucking mouth in
front of me. She wanted to hardly talk to me, and she couldn't talk to me because these
guys literally knocked out all her teeth to the point where she had to get her mouth wired
shut. She was so sweet, and she wanted to talk to me so bad. I remember we'd get in
trouble for communicating but I'm like, ‘She can't even fucking talk. Let me help her.’
Stefan, 31, described two events of sexual assault he suffered by correctional officers.
The first time was in the first year of his ten-year prison sentence. “[The guard] came into my
room and she started kissing me for no reason… I was so upset.” To avoid getting in trouble by
offending a guard, Stefan said, “no, because I don't want you to get in trouble.” Stefan said this
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guard eventually “ended up quitting her job and being [in a relationship] with another inmate.”
The second incident occurred when Stefan was working in the kitchen of the prison. He said, “a
kitchen lady asked me to finger her… I was like, ‘What the fuck?’ It really threw me off, but I
did. I said, ‘You'll bring me two packs of cigarettes?’ She was like, ‘Yes, but I don't want to lose
my job.’ But she's sexually harassing the fucking inmate.”
While physical and sexual victimization is experienced by all inmates, not just trans
inmates, the trans men in this study and other trans people in the facility seemed to be the
primary targets of attack. Although serious physical assault among inmates is less likely in
women’s prisons than men’s prisons, (Austin 2003; Berg and DeLisi 2006; Bottoms 1999;
Sorensen and Cunningham 2010; Wolff, Blitz, Shi, Siegel, and Bachman 2007; Wulf-Ludden
2013) the men in this study faced physical assault and sexual assault by the correctional staff, as
well as by women inmates. This is an important difference and one that needs to be addressed in
the correctional literature. Future research is needed to determine whether it is solely gender that
effects victimization in correctional facilities, or if race, sexuality, offense type (Bell 2017), and
other intersecting characteristics play a role. This is especially relevant when considering the
inmates who are not trans.
Solitary Confinement
Two of the men in this study described their experiences in solitary confinement. Each of
these men spent time in general population as well as stints in the SHU (solitary housing unit).
Rhett, 39, said,
Being segregated is the most difficult part because of the 23 hours… the isolation…
When I was [in one jail], it wasn't that bad, because I have this tiny little slit of a window
and I could, at least, tell if it was dark or not or if there was light outside. When I was in
the [tribal jail], there was no slit. I could only kind of guess what time of day it was or
how many days I'd been there based on a meal… If orange juice came, I could guess it
135

was breakfast. They don't turn the lights out; you have a light on forever. I was definitely
going crazy.
Quadarius, 27, was put in solitary confinement after being in a fight with an inmate with whom
he was having sex. After being in SHU for “almost two months,” the woman he got in a fight
with said she was scared to return to general population with Quadarius. He explained, “I ended
up getting a shot, which is disciplinary action. I ended up losing 55 good days. I lost my phone
restriction, commissary, everything. Then I had to wait to get transferred [to a prison in
Alabama]. I literally sat in the SHU from August all the way up into December, right before
Christmas.”
Quadarius was able to give me positive reflections of what it was like to be in the SHU.
He said, “It gave me a lot of time to reflect and change… that was a good thing about it. I sat
there and just thinking like, ‘Do I really want to deal with this for the rest of my life? Do I want
to come back and deal with this?’” However, he mostly described the horrific conditions of the
SHU. While in solitary confinement, inmates are not allowed to access commissary and don’t
have access to soap, despite having a shower in each solitary cell. Quadarius said, “It's cold in
there; you can go outside, but we're in Minnesota…who wants to go outside? When you go
outside, you're in the gate literally. What am I supposed to do, sit around and walk in this gate?”
Quadarius also discusses his poor mental state while confined in the SHU for four months:
You're just sitting in there, looking at the walls really. You can't use the phone; you can't
do anything in there… I used to go like, ‘Hey, can I talk to-- I need to see psychology.’
They'd go, ‘We'll call them and see if they can come down.’ Or, ‘Are you going to hurt
yourself?’ One day I'm like, ‘Man, let me out of here.’ I'm just in the middle of the door,
I'm just banging on it, kicking on it, because I'm just sitting in there for months. I'm
depressed, I'm sitting in there, I need to get out. I can't talk to nobody.
Damion, a 35-year-old Black and Korean man, was placed in the psychiatric unit of the
jail after the officers learned he was intersex. “They said, ‘What does that mean? Do you have
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two parts?’ I didn't answer that question at all.” While in the psychiatric unite, the inmates “were
supposed to get out of the cell at least once a day;” however, Damion said they were never let
outside. Shortly after getting on the unit, Damion asked the medical advisor to release him to the
general population. He said, “‘Hey, listen. I didn't say this when I came in, but I am fully male. I
don't have two parts, I only have one part, so can I go into regular society?’ She said, ‘Well, if
you don't have both parts, then you are a full male, so we will release you to [general
population].’”
After five days of his fourteen-day incarceration, Damion was moved to the general
population in the jail where he felt things were better. He explained, “When I went to the regular
area it was fine, I was okay… I was getting out when I was supposed to, I didn't feel like when
they had me in the other part like I said, I was chained and shackled like I was crazy, and in this
part, I wasn't. I was able to be free, nobody said, ‘Okay, well we're going to let you out for 15
minutes, and your hands and feet got to stay shackled up.’”
Luckily, Virgil, a 52-year-old non-Hispanic White man, was able to avoid solitary
confinement, the psychiatric unit, and the general population when he was put into a cell by
himself for the day and half he spent in jail. When he entered the jail, he saw a fight break out
and “got really scared.” Virgil told the officer he was trans and said, “‘I can't go in there because
what if I have to pee? What I'm I going to do?’ She's like, ‘No, you're going to go into a [regular]
cell by yourself,’ so, that gave me a little bit of peace of mind. I got into the cell and I just waited
out the day, it just went on forever.”
While solitary confinement is usually designated for inmates who violate policies within
the correctional facility, like fighting (Haney 2018), it is often used as a means of punishment for
inmates who are a gender or sexual minority. Despite mandates by the American Bar Association
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(2011) to reduce the use of segregated housing and utilize “the briefest term and under the least
restrictive conditions practicable,” the stories of these men’s experiences show anything but
limited, brief, and fair. Additionally, the housing of a trans man in a psychiatric ward of a
correctional facility is a violation of the standards of care provided by The World Professional
Association for Transgender Health (WPATH) as well as policy recommendations by
organizations like the Department of Justice, the Department of Corrections, and The National
Center for Transgender Equality.
Access and Availability of Gender Appropriate Resources
There are many areas of the criminal justice system that lack or fail to implement gender
appropriate resources for trans people. For example, almost all the men in this study were made
to turn over their binder and boxers during intake. In addition, most of them were required to
wear a bra, despite the fact that some of them had already had their breasts removed. Instead of
boxers, these men were forced to wear women’s underwear, or “panties” as several of the men
called the garments. For the few men who were not stripped searched, and subsequently housed
in men’s sections of jails, using the bathroom posed issues. For those who were on HRT at the
time of their incarceration, most were unable to receive some or all of their treatment. Finally,
upon reentry, most of the men in this study were denied housing at transitional centers or
halfway houses, which are sex-segregated. They also faced employment discrimination and lack
of healthcare options for trans men. Therefore, not only does the criminal justice system fail
trans people while behind bars and in pre-release workshops, the system continues to fail them
after release.
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Gender Appropriate Undergarments
Many of the men in this study had issues obtaining gender appropriate undergarments
while in jail or prison. Rhett, a 39-year-old White, non-Hispanic man who has been in county
jail, tribal jail, and prison had different experiences at each of the facilities. In prison the guards
made him wear a bra; Rhett explained, “Man, that shit made me crazy, because I had already had
top surgery. There was one day, I was still in receiving and we were all lined up to go and the
woman called me out and she was like, ‘Where's your bra?’ I looked down and I was like, ‘Fuck,
do I look like I need a bra?’ She was like, ‘Do I look like I fucking care? Where is your bra?’”
However, when Rhett was serving time in a tribal jail because of the geographic location (close
to an Indian Reservation in Washington State) and the fact this jail had open beds, the guards did
not make Rhett wear a bra and let him keep wearing his tank tops.
Reese, a 32-year-old White and Cherokee Indian man, was changing into a jail uniform
and asked the guard to keep his binder. The guard asked him why he was wearing a binder and
Reese explained to her that he was trans. Reese said, “I thought she was about to like be really
rude and she ended up being nice and she was like, ‘Honey, if you could or if I could allow you,
I absolutely would.’ She's like, ‘I can't; please understand.’ I was like, ‘No. I get it, I understand
it's policy, it's whatever.’” Stefan, a 31-year-old Black, non-Hispanic man, was also not allowed
to keep his undergarments and had to come up with inventive ways to have boxers. He said, “I
have my friends steal sheets from washing and I would buy them so somebody can make me
boxers. I never wore panties, not a day there unless I had to go to visitation because it's
mandatory.”
Quadarius, a 27-year-old Black, non-Hispanic man, spent five years in prison. Quadarius
was transferred from one prison that did not allow him to wear gender appropriate under
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garments to another prison that “had a program statement saying, if you have gender dysphoria,
you get provided with the underwear that you are comfortable with.” When he got there and
asked for boxers, the first guard denied him. Quadarius explained, “I was like, ‘I get boxers,’ and
she was like, ‘Why?’ I was like, ‘Because I'm transgender,’ and she just… laughed… I had to
ask somebody else.” In another prison, Quadarius had to go through the psychologist to be
granted boxers. Going through that process often takes several weeks or months. In the
meantime, Quadarius described his alternative,
Before I could even get boxers, I wouldn't even to wear panties. I would just buy shorts.
They had these sleep shorts they will give people inmates that will come in. I would just
buy some shorts from the people that work in laundry or they had the boxers, but they
were locked up, so I would buy boxers from them, the people that worked at the laundry.
That's what I had, but if we had got our room searched down and they found it, they will
take it.
Because Matt, a 53-year-old Chinese/Lebanese man, had institutional knowledge due to
his long history with arrest and incarceration, he was able to more easily navigate the system and
keep his binder, other undergarments, and his hair cut short. Matt explained, “When I knew I was
going to be shipped to prison, I kept shaving my head… I knew that if I went in with no hair,
they couldn't say, ‘You need to have your hair like this,’ because that's how it came in. I used
that to my advantage. I could have my hair any way I wanted it for three years, because I came in
like that.” During his last prison sentence in 2013, Matt was able to keep his binder the entire
time. He said,
I came in with it and I wouldn't give it up… I'm going to tell them it's because I have a
hernia and they're too fucking stupid to know different. If you tell them you're binding
your chest, because you're a man, they're going to say, ‘No, you're not,’ and they're going
to cut it in half. If you tell them you have a hernia and you wear that to keep your hernia
in place, they're not going to touch your shit. They don't want to fuck with you medically.
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Wearing underwear that conforms with gender identity was extremely important for all
the men in this study. Therefore, making inmates like Rhett wear a bra, increases anxiety,
depression, and suicidal ideation (Agbemenu 2015; Rosenblum 1999). The only person in this
study allowed to keep his binder, Matt, was only able to do so by lying and saying the binder was
for a hernia. For those in correctional facilities that did not have a permissive policy, respondents
resorted to making their own boxers. However, if the contraband items were found by guards,
they were seized, and disciplinary action was taken against the inmate. Like most criminal justice
policies, gender appropriate undergarment policies vary by state and county (Malkin and DeJong
2019; Ledesma and Ford 2020). The ongoing effects of anxiety, depression, and suicidal ideation
often persist upon reentry.
Bathrooms in Men’s Correctional Facilities
For the men who were housed on the men’s side of jails, going to the bathroom could
have been problematic and dangerous. Only a couple of men in this study were housed with men
because facilities are sex segregated. These men, however, were not strip searched when they
entered the jail, and “passed” enough to be placed on the men’s side of the facility. Miguel, a 33year-old Black Hispanic man, said going to the bathroom was not really an issue for him during
his few days in jail. Miguel explained that he had been on testosterone for several years, so he
had no need for feminine hygiene products, and no one wanted to watch him go to the bathroom.
He explained,
It’s kind of an unspoken thing that … you get privacy when you go to the bathroom.
Nobody wants to watch somebody go to the bathroom… unless there's some sort of fetish
or sexual type thing out of it. When he went to the bathroom I stepped out, when I went
to the bathroom he stepped out. If somebody went in the middle of the night, you just roll
over and turn your back.
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As a Black man in an Ohio jail, Miguel said, “nobody treated me any different. Looking back, it
was bad at how well I was able to fit in as another young Black man in the county jail. Nobody
even thought twice. Nobody even looked at me twice. They're just like, ‘New guy.’”
Like Miguel, Brody, a 58-year-old Black Caribbean/Latino man, was also placed on the
men’s side of a jail. Interestingly, Brody and Miguel are two of the three Black and
Hispanic/Latino men in the group of 15 previously incarcerated trans men in this study, yet they
are the only two who were placed with men in jail. Brody said, “knock on wood, I have not been
back [to jail] since I've had bottom surgery.” On one of his visits to the city jail, Brody did not
disclose to the guards that he was trans and was placed in the men’s cell. He said,
I kept thinking, ‘Oh my God, I can't even go to the bathroom.’ I was in a holding cell
with so many people, we were literally banding up. Everybody couldn't even lie down if
we wanted to. The stress of not being able to go to the bathroom and trying to get out, the
only good thing about that place was they would allow you to use the phone.
Although the men did not say why they were not strip searched when entering jail, the fact that
they were both Black and Hispanic could have played a role. Because of the mass incarceration
of Black and Brown people, could be as Miguel said, they just seemed like “another Black man
in jail.”
While the experiences of the two men who were housed with males in correctional
facilities differed, both stories point to the potential danger in not having a choice on where you
are placed. For example, Miguel did not have issues with using the bathroom because his
cellmate gave him privacy. However, had the cellmate not been so accommodating, Miguel
could have faced violent victimization. Brody did not have such luck and was forced to refrain
from using the bathroom until he got bailed out. With so many people in one cell, Brody knew
the potential danger he faced. So, while it is difficult to go through “outing” yourself to
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correctional officers and facing potential discrimination, it is also difficult not to disclose that
information, putting many of these men in a lose-lose situation.
Access to Medical Care
For men in this study who were incarcerated long enough to need a dose of hormones,
gaining access to testosterone was difficult, if not impossible. Six men started hormone
replacement therapy after incarceration; four men were not in jail long enough to need a dose of
hormones; one man missed a dose; three men weren’t allowed access to HRT the entire length of
incarceration, ranging from five days to two months; and one man started his HRT while
incarcerated.
Rhett, a 39-year-old White, non-Hispanic man, said, “I remember a couple of times being
incarcerated for long enough without my testosterone that I did start bleeding. That was really
hard, because I had not bled at all since I started transitioning.” Joaquin, a 49-year-old nonHispanic White man said he was using a daily hormone cream, instead of injections at the time
of his 5-day incarceration. He missed all five days of his medication because the facility did not
allow him to bring it in or allow the facility doctor to give it to him because it wasn’t “medically
necessary.” In addition to missing his HRT, the jail also failed to give him his correct dose of
insulin. He explained,
They would give me like a tiny amount, but not at all what I needed. I retained an
attorney and she was able to get me out on medical bond. I said, ‘You could talk to the
diabetic doctor and they will vouch for me that this is a life or death thing.’ I was
supposed to have 88 units and they would give me five. She talked to the social worker
and the doctor I went to for my diabetes and she sent her everything she had sent her
from my records, and I was out that day.
Zack, a 39-year-old non-Hispanic Black man was eventually able to have his testosterone, but
unfortunately missed a dose at the beginning of his year-long incarceration. Zack said, “it took
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them a while to approve some of my medicine. Luckily, I had a shot right before I went in and I
get it done every two weeks, but it took them over two weeks to get all my medication
approved.”
Quadarius, 27, serving a five-year prison sentence, was able to begin HRT for the first
time in his life while incarcerated, but wasn’t allowed to do so until his second sentence in
federal prison in Minnesota. He explained, “They actually passed this program statement where
they had to treat current general inmates that were diagnosed with gender dysphoria.” He said he
had to do several sessions with the psychologist and medical doctors in the facility before
starting his HRT. “I had to sign off from a whole bunch of paperwork. Then once my blood work
and all that stuff came back, then I started. They would actually give us the shots because it's a
controlled substance, so we could take it back with us and do it ourselves. I actually didn't learn
how to do it myself [once released].” Quadarius said the doctor and staff at the facility in
Minnesota were much more accommodating that the staff at the Alabama prison he was later
transferred to and said, “I think it is a part of being in the South.”
For the men in this study who weren’t allowed to take hormones, menstruation, anxiety,
depression, and suicidal ideation were all outcomes. Quadarius, though, was in a federal prison
that follows the standards of care for trans people and was able to start HRT after completing
several mental and physical health appointments with psychiatrists and medical physicians.
However, because the medical and correctional staff did not let Quadarius use needles himself,
he was unprepared to continue his shots post-release.
Reentry
Several men in the previously incarcerated group experienced discrimination and
problems through the arrest, sentencing, and incarceration processes. However, these difficulties
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often increased after being released from a correctional facility. Specifically, maintaining
housing security, steady employment, healthcare, and managing fines and other costs plagued
many of the men in this study and made reentry into society even more difficult. Although these
are common plights of all people reentering society after incarceration (Thornton 2018;
Anderson, Nava, and Cortez 2018; Denney, Tewksbury, and Jones 2014), these issues were
exacerbated among the men in the previously incarcerated group of this study as they had few
support systems in place, in part because of their gender identity.
Housing
For some of the men in this study, finding housing was not difficult. For example, Rhett,
a 39-year-old White, non-Hispanic “mostly hetero” man found a supportive community in
Alcoholics Anonymous. It was one of his friends in that group that offered him a place to live on
his farm for free in exchange for one day a week of labor on the farm. Rhett said, “they didn't
know that I was trans, but people were supportive. They definitely were. They were supportive
of me being in recovery… and then the trans part too.” Zack, a 37-year-old Black, non-Hispanic
straight man easily found housing in Arizona, where he currently lives. “I had told the [landlord]
up front [about my gender identity] and they said it was okay and I stayed.” Zack also said his
landlord did not care about his felon status. “I think because it wasn't a drug felony or violent
attached to it, a lot of people don't accept people with those two.”
Although Lawrence, 26, currently lives with his mother, he does have to jump through a
few hoops to do so. He explained, “My adoptive mom runs an in-home day care, she has to go
through checks to prove that I don't have a felony DUI. I have to get finger-printed every year, or
so. I always have to get a drug test. Always.” When I spoke to Joaquin, a 49-year-old White,
non-Hispanic straight male, he was worried about not being able to make rent at the end of the
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month. I asked him if he would be able to go live with his parents if he was kicked out by his
landlord, to which he responded with an emphatic, “No.” I then asked him if he believed they
would let him live there if he were not trans. He said,
Yes. 100%. Because they let me move in with them before I was transitioning and before
they knew anything. But now there'd be no sense of even asking, because as soon as he
found out, he was like, ‘You're going to have to find a place to live.’ He said, ‘I'm not
kicking you out right now today but as soon as your mom finds out that this is going on,
then yes.’ When I was there I had to shave, I had to try to hide it as much as possible
from my mom. She eventually found out, but I felt like not telling her was doing her a
favor because she's sick.
Quadarius, 27, is in a similar situation, currently living with his brother. However, his
brother has asked him to move out. “We got into it because he's like, I had my priorities messed
up because I felt the need to go have my top surgery, and he's like, ‘Well that's not a priority,’
and I'm like, ‘What? You don't understand what it's like to have gender dysphoria.’” Quadarius is
actively looking for an apartment he can afford but said it’s difficult because of his background.
“Not a lot of people want the felons… I'm not trying to put myself in an uncomfortable
environment or somewhere where I feel like I might get into something, just because I'm in the
wrong place at the wrong time. Because that happens. That's the housing thing.”
Although some men found housing through support systems like Alcoholics Anonymous
and parents, others were in precarious living situations at the time of their interview. Men who
have fewer support systems in place were more at risk of being in tenuous living situations. Ten
of the men are in stable living situations, with four living with parents. Three men are in unstable
living situations and on the verge of being homeless. Finally, at the time of interviews, two of the
men I spoke with were homeless. Thus, in addition to having a criminal record, many men in this
study could not rely on family to help house them. Further, even if public housing were available
in their area, it is not offered to those with drug offenses on their record. While many of these
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issues are faced by all people upon release from a correctional facility, they are exacerbated
among trans men who often have little family support.
Employment
Several of the men in this study were easily able to find jobs after being released from a
correctional facility. Rhett, 39, was able to get a job at a salon, despite the fact that salons are not
legally allowed to hire felons. He explained,
I was the cleaner/maintenance guy… About six months later, they were asking me to
drive this ad van. I was like, ‘No, I can't; I don't have a license, because of my felonies.’
They were like, ‘Wait, what? We're not allowed to hire felons.’ I had been there long
enough that they all met and decided they would let me stay. It was a total accident, that I
got my job, really.
Rhett also started a small, self-owned lawn care business. “I literally got a $60 fucking push
mower off of Craigslist, and I started mowing lawns. Then I got a Weed Eater and a
blower…every fucking dime that I had went towards paying off my license shit in Washington
State.” After getting his license back, Rhett was able to buy an old truck to haul his lawn
equipment, and eventually hired additional employees. “Everyone else that worked for me was in
recovery, which was cool.” Rhett now works for an opioid treatment provider now and helps
“other addicts get into recovery now.”
Lawrence, 26, was employed by a friend of a friend after he was released and is now an
assistant manager for a supermarket. He said,
I'm about to be promoted to Assistant Store Manager. He was looking for people with
experience. When I was in jail, I worked in the kitchen, so I knew what the hell I was
doing. He was like, ‘All right. I'm going to employ you.’ I was like, ‘I have a record.’ He
was like, ‘All right, listen. I'm going to try bypass it. I know you want to be good in life.’
I was like, ‘I promise… I will work my ass off. I'll do whatever it takes.’ That's what I
did. I just needed someone to give me that chance.
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Stefan, 31, was able to get a job for the city of Atlanta as a maintenance worker. I asked him if
they knew about his felon status, and he said, “Yes, the only reason why I even admitted to that
is because one, the job was basically given to me, and two, because they hire felons, and three,
the city of Atlanta is a second chance employer.”
Winston, a 29-year-old African American, non-Hispanic, heterosexual male, has been
able to find several jobs, but none pay enough for him to afford housing, therefore, making him
currently homeless. He works for a food delivery service, parking cars at a baseball stadium, and
pressure washing cars. He is sometimes able to afford a hotel to sleep in for a night or two. He
explained, “The parking job-- there's six games. There can be six games in a day. If there's a day
where there's no game, some days, I will still have to pressure wash. Pressure washing starts at
11:00 PM and I could be pressure washing until five o'clock in the morning, sometimes, 7:00. I
have to take me a shower, I have to get me some sleep before I get on the road and [deliver
food]. That's the only way I could do it because I haven't a place to stay.” With all income from
these jobs combined, Winston makes less than $25,000 a year.
Other men in this study have not been able to find jobs or have been fired from jobs
because of their incarceration record. Zack, 37, said, “if I give you my resume, I know I can get
any job but it’s hard because I don't identify as my name and my gender [on my license]. That's
why I'm working on that for next year to get that change. The main thing is that you can't get a
job that you know you can get.” Miguel, 33, discussed his difficulties finding a job in Arizona
because of the “felon box” you have to check when applying for jobs. He explained that he was
fired from his job at a hotel after they updated their application system to online, instead of
paper.
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I was the last employee at that particular property that was hired using a paper
application; after that everyone had to apply online and you automatically consent to a
background screening as part of your application process. I started working in January
2015 and June of 2017 all employees that were hired on papers that were still employed
with the company had to re-sign for a background screen. Mine came up flagged for
having a record. I wrote down everything that I was told that I needed to write down.
Well, the screenings flagged my arrest from 2007. That was something that I didn't write
it down because it was longer than five years ago when I applied. I actually got fired
because I did not specifically list that one arrest, which was 11 years prior, but I still got
fired.
While some men in this study were able to find jobs, most of those found were selfemployment, low paying, or through acquaintances, mis-managed paperwork, or second-chance
employers2, like the city of Atlanta. Second-chance employers Some men mentioned the
discomfort and potential issues with “checking the felon box” on job applications, and some lie
on the form and hope employers won’t find out. Like many other people with criminal records,
trans men face employment difficulties. However, trans men also face discrimination based on
gender identity and/or presentation. Stories, like the one from Stefan in chapter IV, about sexual
harassment and unsafe work environments seemed to be a common experience among the men in
this dissertation. However, due to their criminal record and their gender identity and/or
presentation, leaving that job and finding other work appeared nearly impossible. In addition, the
lack of multiple support systems among the previously incarcerated trans men in this study who
could house them, required these men to find jobs that paid enough for them to afford housing
and healthcare.

2

The Second Chance Act of 2008 was implemented by the federal government to reduce recidivism among people
reentering society after incarceration. The Attorney General provides funding to organizations who hire former
inmates (Amasa-Annang and Scutlnicu 2016)
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Healthcare
Affordable and available healthcare for trans men is often elusive as well. Two men in
this study expressed their frustration with finding healthcare and health insurance. Rhett, 39,
does not currently have healthcare. He explained that the last two employers he had did not offer
health insurance, and when he owned his own business, he said, “[I] tried to do the ACA myself,
Georgia is so fucking difficult, I couldn't get any trans-related care. I would pay for all these
things out of pocket, and then I was paying for insurance, but insurance wouldn't actually cover
anything… my doctor's appointments, my testosterone, that's all still 100% out of pocket.”
Quadarius, 27, did successfully sign up for insurance through the healthcare marketplace, “but
they don't want to pay for any type of surgery... I ended up getting [my top surgery] covered
because the doctor I went to knew how to bill it or put the right codes in.”
Joaquin and Damion were able to get affordable and adequate healthcare at free or lowcost clinics in Birmingham, AL and Atlanta, GA, respectively. Joaquin originally started at the
clinic in Birmingham when he had insurance. However, the clinic let him continue to come
despite no longer having insurance due to loss of employment. Damion was able to get into a
low-cost clinic in Atlanta with the help of Trans(Forming) Organization. He is required to pay a
copay, but the services are free. Because Stefan works for the city of Atlanta, a second-chance
employer, he has “great insurance,” but it does not cover the cost of hormone replacement
therapy. After getting a referral to a plastic surgeon from his general practitioner, Stefan found
out his insurance will cover the majority of the cost for the surgery. However, Stefan faced
constant harassment and discrimination while at work, as discussed in chapter V. He said, “I just
want everything to go smoothly so I don't have to keep this damn job.” At the time of our
interview, Virgil had a doctor that he was very happy with in Knoxville, TN. However, Virgil
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was moving to Kansas following our interview and could not find a doctor that was appropriate
for his needs. He said,
I'm on healthcare.gov and get my insurance through them. When I leave Tennessee, I'll
lose that and I'll have to reapply through Kansas then trying to find another transgender
doctor or a doctor. There is planned parenthood in Overland Park, Kansas so there at least
is that. Because I know planned parenthood works with transgender people, but there's no
planned parenthood in the State of Missouri except in St. Louis and that's five hours
away.
Access to healthcare is important for everyone in our society but can be especially
important for trans men when considering HRT regimens. The trans men in this study that were
able to access gender appropriate healthcare were those living in large cities, like Atlanta, and/or
had insurance through their jobs. However, there were several men this study who were unable
to access healthcare. When trans men do not continue their hormone replacement therapy,
estrogen levels increase, and menstruation can start again as well as mammary gland growth
(Irwig 2017). These issues often cause feelings of depression and suicidal ideation (Irwig 2017)
leaving additional need for healthcare.
Fines and other Costs
Fines incurred from court cases were consistently brought up in my interviews with the
men in this study who had previously been incarcerated. For example, Reese, 32, said one of the
two officers in his DUI case was “super nice.” Before leaving Reese in jail, the officer gave him
his card and said, “Here's my card, reach out to me when you get out, I'll help you.” The charge
against Reese should have been a DUI; however, the officer wrote it up as a DUAC. Reese
explained, “I was like, ‘What exactly did that mean? How is that different?’ He was like, ‘Well,
with a DUAC, if you apply for a job and they have to pull your driving record it doesn't show up
like that. Like it doesn't show up in a negative way the way a DUI does. They can't dismiss you
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from the job for it.’” Despite getting this huge break, Reese did have to pay a $2,300 fine over a
six-month period. When I asked Reese how he was able to pay that, he responded, “At the time I
was working at an Olive Garden and I just worked all day every day.”
Damion, 35, is on probation for two different cases; he is serving one year on each case
concurrently but has to report to two probation officers. Damion has to pay one probation officer
$160 a month and the other one $60 a month. When I asked Damion why one is so much more
costly than the other, he said, “[the county] to be honest with you, is very racist; that is a really
racist place…There was even a [White] lady that did a hit-and-run, and she didn't even get on
probation.” In addition to the fines he pays his probation officers, Damion also has to pay $400
for a DUI class and a $690 fine. He said, “as long as I don't do that stuff, I'm not going to get off
probation, or get my license back.” At the time of our interview, Damion had not started his DUI
classes because he did not have transportation to and from the class or money to pay for it.
In addition to fines, several of the men mentioned transitional centers (TC), or halfway
houses as something that impacted reentry. Half of the men in this study who spent time in
prison, rather than jail, discussed TCs in their interview. Matt, 53, said being able to get into a
TC is “absolutely helpful.”
I know a girl, they sent her to the halfway house. When she got out, she probably had
$10,000 saved up. I think they charge maybe about $75 a week. They take off your
housing or whatever; everything else goes into a bank account so that when you leave,
you have money, and you're not stuck going to a shelter or sleeping with somebody for
the room or something. When she got out… I think she probably paid about four months
for the rent and bought a car. You can't beat that.
Not all transitional centers/halfway houses are structured this way. Matt explained, “When I was
in federal prison, they had me mandated to their halfway house. Their halfway house is a lot
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different; it's basically just a free bed in the prison for a couple extra weeks. You're really not
accomplishing anything; you're not working and saving money.”
Two of the men who were placed in a halfway house after prison were not allowed to
continue their hormone replacement therapy, despite one being on testosterone while in prison.
Quadarius, 27, said, “when I got to the halfway house, I had a whole thing with trying to get out
and going to get my meds because they didn't let me take it with me from prison, but any other
medicine, they let you take with you.” Stefan, 31, did not take hormones while in prison;
however, he was given a prescription for testosterone after his release. He explained, “when I
went to the transitional thing though, I went into a doctor's appointment and got it, but they did
not allow me to take [hormones] at all. I had my prescription with me. They took the prescription
away from me and told me I couldn't have it…[because] it wasn't a medical necessity.”
Gender identity and/or presentation compounded common issues most people face when
re-entering society after incarceration. While a lot of people struggle with being able to afford
fines incurred for offenses, those struggles can be exaggerated by employment discrimination
based on gender presentation. Because several of these men could not find jobs after reentry,
fines are almost impossible to pay. In addition, most trans men cannot get into a halfway house
or transitional center where they can save money because they are sex-segregated and do not
allow residents to take hormones. Therefore, putting trans men at a greater disadvantage than
most returning inmates.
Conclusion
Trans men in this previously incarcerated group experienced several forms of
discrimination and prejudice during every stage of the criminal justice system—arrest,
sentencing, stay in a correctional facility, and reentry. Although several people, regardless of
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gender identity, face discrimination in the criminal justice system (Braun et al. 2018; Brunson
and Miller 2006; Bushway and Forst 2013; Cole et al. 2017; Correll et al. 2007; Dabney et al.
2006; Green and Levine 2016; Nowacki 2017; Petersen 2017; Smith 2015; Smith and Levinson
2011; Western et al. 2015; Yang 2015), issues seemed to be compounded for the trans men in
this study. An intersectional perspective of the findings in this chapter provides a framework in
which one can expand upon using characteristics, such as belief and trust in the criminal justice
system. Negative experiences with arrest, sentencing, & incarceration influence trust in criminal
justice system, which influences one’s willingness to obey law and report victimization (Fagan
2008; Wemmers 2013; Graham 2014). When taking that fact into consideration, one must also
factor in that intersecting characteristics such as race, ethnicity, gender, and sexuality, affect
interactions with criminal justice actors. For example, five men in this study specifically mention
their race, ethnicity, and gender presentation as characteristics influencing their negative
treatment by police officers.
Fear of police while driving, walking, and performing daily routine tasks, makes living as
a trans man, especially a trans man of color, increasingly difficult (Carbado 2017). Even when a
police officer is attempting to perform a nice act, distrust of their actions exists. For example,
Brody, a 58-year-old African American and Caribbean/Latino man had a flat tire and did not
have a spare in his car to change it or a phone to call for help because it was years before cell
phones were common. A police officer drove by and stopped next to Brody’s car and offered to
drive him to the gas station to make a call. Leery of the offer, but having no other option, Brody
got in the officer’s car. He said, “I was thinking, ‘Is he going to trick me any minute now?’”
These men’s stories highlight the importance of using an intersectional approach when
discussing involvement in or avoidance of the criminal justice system.
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Knowing we cannot separate race and ethnicity from gender and sexual identities or other
intersecting factors, such as locality, education, and the presence of multiple support systems,
means all characteristics should be considered when examining discrimination in the criminal
justice system. Because Miguel, a 33-year-old Black, Hispanic man had negative interactions
with police, he is distrustful of them. However, he had a positive interaction with his probation
officer, creating a juxtaposition between distrust and illegitimacy of police, and trust and belief
in community corrections. Therefore, not only can we not separate race and ethnicity from other
intersection factors, we also cannot separate experiences between realms of the criminal justice
system. In addition, some men had relatively positive experiences with police, but were then
discriminated against, victimized, put in solitary confinement, and/or were denied access to
gender appropriate undergarments and medical care while incarcerated.
The men in this study also experienced several negative outcomes while incarcerated.
Race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, and geographic location all intersected to create unique
incarceration experiences for these trans men. While all 15 men in the previously incarcerated
group felt their gender identity negatively influenced their incarceration, not all men felt their
race and/or ethnicity had a negative influence. Some felt their race made their incarceration
easier. For example, Miguel, who is Black and Hispanic, believed that being Black on the men’s
side of a county jail made the stay easier, especially with the other inmates. Miguel also had a
positive experience with reentry. However, Matt, a former heroin addict who is of Chinese and
Lebanese descent, said that presenting as “mostly white” made it easier for him with the
correctional staff, but then had multiple negative experiences with criminal justice actors upon
reentry. Therefore, future research is needed to further explore the intersections between
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treatment by criminal justice actors, gender presentation, race, ethnicity, drug abuse history, and
type of facility and their relationship with the reentry process.
Making bias training mandatory for actors in the criminal justice system can be a good
start to relieving some of the valid negative reactions of officers, prosecutors, judges, and
correctional officers. If the criminal justice system as a whole was more knowledgeable about
the LGBTQ community and appropriate responses and actions regarding members of minority
communities, much of the bias could be mediated (Robert Smith 2015; Correll, Park, Judd,
Wittenbrink, Saddler, and Keesee 2007; Israel, Harkness, Delucio, Ledbetter, and Avellar 2014).
In addition, education, obtaining employment, stable housing, and transportation are all vital to
successful reentry for all people (Denney et al. 2014). However, these four necessities are often
more difficult to obtain for trans people due to lack of support systems and could be exacerbated
by negative relationships with criminal justice actors. In addition, negative incarceration
experiences mentioned above have negative mental health outcomes, such as depression, making
reentry much more difficult. Therefore, additional efforts should be made by parole and
probation officers to connect with community non-profit organizations that support trans people,
such as Freedom Overground and Trans(Forming) in Atlanta, GA.
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CHAPTER VI
AVOIDANCE OF INCARCERATION AND STRATEGIES FOR SUCCESSFUL REENTRY
While there is much to learn from previously incarcerated trans men, it is also important
to understand why it is that some trans men end up incarcerated while some trans men do not.
This chapter examines these differences as well as the similarities between the two groups to get
a better sense of the complex factors for both groups. Victimization experiences, homelessness,
coping mechanisms, support systems, drug abuse, and other factors all play a role in
understanding what makes previously incarcerated trans men different and similar to those trans
men who have never been incarcerated.
Victimization Experiences of the Non-Incarcerated Group
Of the twelve men I spoke to who have not been incarcerated, seven or 58% experienced
some form of child abuse; nine or 75% experienced sexual harassment; nine or 75% experienced
sexual assault or rape. These rates are similar to the group that has been incarcerated: 60% of this
group experienced child abuse; 80% experienced sexual harassment; 73% experienced sexual
assault or rape. However, race and ethnicity, educational attainment, positive coping
mechanisms, and the presence of multiple sources of support differed between the groups. These
factors all played a role in helping the comparison group avoid incarceration.
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Child Abuse
Child abuse was common among non-incarcerated trans men. As Byron, a 20-year-old
White, bisexual male explained, “My dad was very verbally abusive. He had a lot of PTSD and
would come home, and he would get drunk and he was just very verbally hurtful to my siblings
and I. He would call every one of my sisters a whore and slut, and he would constantly tell them
that they're not going to be good enough, and he would tell all of us that we're not going to be
anything. With the boys of the house, he would constantly tell them that they're weak and that
they needed to go out and actually learn what it took to be a man.”
Turner, a 40-year-old multi-racial, multi-ethnic, pansexual male also experienced abuse
by his family. He explained,
“Mom was rather physically abusive, smacking us around and everything and yelling at
us and emotionally abusive. One time, before she was medicated, she told me that she is
purposely driving away anyone that I was dating because she wanted me to stay around
and be there to wipe her ass. One time when she wasn't medicated she said that her goal
was to make me mad enough to kill her so she would be free, and I would be in jail. She
got medicated and she got a little bit more manageable and better.”
When I asked if he ever felt isolated by his family, Turner responded, “Oh, they purposely would
isolate me… after I started trying to get friends and make friends in high school, they would try
to purposely isolate me, cut me off from the internet, all kinds of stuff. My mom figured out a
way to hang up the phones where I couldn't call out while she was at work.” When I asked why
he thinks his parents did those things, Turner said, “They wanted control because I was being
outspoken and queer and pagan in their Catholic household…”
Antonio, a 36-year-old Black heterosexual male also had an abusive mother. “She was
really abusive towards me, but it was like-- I don't know. I felt like she hated me a little bit. Like
I just wasn't the child that she wanted. Everything about me was just completely off from what
she felt like she should have as a child…I've gotten beatings for saying that I'm not a girl.” As a
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teenager, Antonio’s mother moved their family to Georgia from Illinois. Regarding the move,
Antonio said, “I honestly feel like [my gender identity] was a lot of the reason why we moved
here to Georgia, so that she could isolate me from the people that were accepting it. Then it
wouldn't be so much of a I'm being saved to situation because I could call my grandmother, I
could call my family, and I could always leave. Here [in Georgia] I couldn't, so I had to deal with
it. That made things a lot harder moving here.” Antonio’s mother was also critical of and
controlling of his gender expression:
“She would always tell me, ‘Don't say that.’ Even as a child, any type of toys or anything
that was even remotely for boys, I couldn't touch them, I couldn't be around them, I
couldn't play with them. She would overly make me wear dresses opposed to like I
couldn't even wear pants, maybe a girl's shirt or something…I had to completely just be
like this debutant type of girl. If I had anything to say about it, of course, I would then
become physically abused, and/or I would be on punishment or get a whipping. I haven't
had broken bones, but I've had my lips have been busted open for asking too many
questions or for saying the wrong things. I've had bruises and things like that. It was
really crazy. It was really crazy growing up.
Austin, a 43-year-old White, queer male experienced physical, emotional, and sexual
abuse as a child. He said, “My paternal grandmother treated me like shit. She was abusive [in]
anyway possible…” Austin’s uncle also molested him when he was a child; “it started around
age 8 or 9 and stopped when I was around 12. They all lived in town, so they were around.”
Vincent, a 36-year-old White bisexual male said his mom “has always had a hell of a temper”
and feels his gender and sexual identity was the catalyst for the treatment and isolation he
received from his mother. “She wanted me to be way more of a normal girl than I was…[she]
would impose weird conditions on me like I had to have my hair down. On the way to a friend’s
birthday party as a sophomore in high school, she flipped out on the way and yanked out my hair
tie...she just screamed at me until I was crying; I ended up not going into the party and mom
turned around and took me back home.”
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Child abuse seems to be a common experience among trans men, whether they have been
incarcerated or not (Grossman, D’Augelli, Howell, and Hubbard 2005; Testa et al. 2012). The
majority of men in this dissertation study have experienced some form of child abuse. Long-term
consequences of child abuse may increase “toxic stress” levels, which then deteriorate long-term
health outcomes. (Brown and Shillington 2017). Child abuse coupled with other stressors and
adverse events such as “the coming out” process, could be detrimental to maintaining a healthy
life for trans people.
Sexual Harassment
Nine of the twelve men in the comparison group—those who have not been
incarcerated—have experienced sexual harassment. Silas, a 25-year-old White, asexual man said
he has experienced sexual harassment in the form of “catcalling.” “Creepy people from cars
telling me to smile and weird stuff like that.” Jeffrey, a 20-year-old White, gay transmasculine
person said he has also experienced sexual harassment. “It's mostly been people yelling at me,
which I've had both before and after transitioning. I've had someone try to grab me near my
apartment in South Carolina but that's everything. It's just been people yelling for the most part.”
When I asked more about the incident when someone physically attacked him, he explained,
“was out jogging and he tried to attack me…I mean I'm short; I don't look very strong. I think he
tried to grab me. He didn't manage to, thankfully because I was running and got scared. He was
also yelling so I got away.” I asked if he thought that event was related to his gender identity,
Jeffrey said, “Yes, I do because of what he was yelling; he was just yelling slurs.”
Kenton, a 38-year-old White, pansexual transmasculine person experienced sexual
harassment as a high school student by his teacher. I was wearing a shirt that said, ‘Virginia is
for lovers’ and I had a hoodie on that, zipped up and apparently, all they could see was a virgin.
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My teacher commented on that and it was like, ‘I thought your shirt just said, ‘Virgin.’ I was
like, ‘Yeah, right.’ I just felt so upset and ashamed, I didn't ever tell anybody. I didn't even think
about at the time that's sexual harassment, although I would definitely say that that was now.”
Byron, 20, experienced sexual harassment in the workplace. He explained:
“I had this one employee of mine…she would constantly brush up against me. At one
point, she actually caught my butt and then when I asked her why she did that, she said
that she thought it was a doorknob, but we were in the middle of a lobby with no doors.
She would constantly talk to the other employees about how sexy I was. She wanted to
know my penis size; he didn't know I was trans. That was quite disturbing.”
Ethan, a 28-year-old White, gay male also experienced sexual harassment. While walking
to the subway station and said hello in response to a passing stranger saying hello. That person
then replied, ‘you’re on that gay shit?’ Ethan said they almost go in a fight, but he walked away
as quickly as he could because he thought, “people are homophobes without being transphobes,
and the second he lays hands on me he’s going to know what’s up and I’m going to die.” As
Ethan was walking away, the perpetrator “said a bunch of really rapey stuff at me. I was shaking
for the next several hours.” Joel, a 24-year-old White queer male said his fellow students in
community college would often sexually harass him. “There was this guy who grabbed me and
there was stuff like that. A lot of that was uncomfortable because they felt like they could just
talk to me about my body and touch my body in ways I wasn’t comfortable with [because I am
trans].
Sexual harassment is especially prevalent among cis women and trans people (Belknap, Joanne
2007; Factor et al. 2007; Goldblum et al. 2012; Stotzer 2009).
Fifty percent of trans men have experienced sexual harassment at work (Grant et al.
2011). Additionally, 62% of LGBTQ adolescents and 73% of LGBTQ college students have
experienced sexual harassment (Hill and Silva 2005; Mitchell et al. 2014). Overall, 21 of 27
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respondents (roughly 78%) in this dissertation study experienced sexual harassment at some
point in their lives—80% who have been incarcerated and 75% who have not. Sexual harassment
can occur everywhere—on the street, at work, in bathrooms, in school—and can be
psychologically harmful and have long-term negative effects on mental health (Seelman 2016;
Schuster, Reisner, and Onorato 2016). Although sexual victimization is a prominent pathway to
future offending in the pathways literature, the men in the comparison group of this study had
multiple sources of support to help them cope with their trauma. Therefore, their support systems
could have blocked a future path to offending, unlike the men in the previously incarcerated
group who had few support systems.
Sexual Assault and Rape
Seven of the twelve men in the comparison group experienced sexual assault or rape over
their lifetimes. Abe, a 35-year-old pansexual transman was sexually assaulted by a family friend
when he was 17. Abe explained that this older man in his twenties started talking to him about
sex.
I thought it was odd, but I was, I don't know I guess I do have some questions I didn't
really want to talk to my parents though. Then somehow, he convinced me to jerk him off
a couple of times and to let him touch me. I had to promise not to tell anybody… it just
scared me, and I felt I would be in trouble if I said anything. That went on for a couple of
months until I said something to another good friend of mine… she forced me into telling
my youth minister and then he forced me to tell my parents.
I asked Abe about the reaction his parents had when he told them. He explained, “They probably
did not react the best because I definitely still felt like it was my fault, but they tried to be
supportive…”
Austin, 43, was repeatedly raped by someone in his church. “I had somebody that was
seven years older than me, sexually abused me and raped me. This went off for about a year and
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a half.” As an adult, Austin was in an 11-year relationship where he experienced sexual,
physical, and emotional abuse. When I asked Austin if he thought the sexual abuse by his family,
the rape by the person in church, and the abuses by his partner had anything to do with his
gender or sexual identity, he explained:
I think to a point yes because I was trying to figure out who I was. I was vulnerable. I was
an easy target. I didn't think I could be on my own. I didn't think anybody would want me
because I felt like a freak. My ex-wife, she was also emotionally abusive. Of course, you
don't see that until you get out of the relationship. For me, it had just become normal.
Ethan, 28, was repeatedly raped by a boyfriend in college and once by a friend. I asked him how
those experiences have affected him; he replied, “I think that I'm fairly certain that I want to have
sex and stuff and so I'm just scared and it's like, not even in the front of my mind. Like I was
cuddling with a friend and I started freaking out. It's difficult.” Kenton, 38, also was raped by a
boyfriend in college and once by an acquaintance. When I asked him if he felt those experiences
had anything to do with his gender identity, he said yes; “it's more of just something that I sense
rather than what I know as fact, but I sense that both of them were almost denying their feminine
attributes in themselves… like an assault on themselves kind of way and that manifested onto
me.”
Transgender people experience sexual assault and rape at disproportionately high
numbers compared to the general population (Grant et al. 2011; Lombardi et al. 2001;
Fernández-Rouco, Fernández -Fuertes, Carcedo, Lázaro-Visa, and Gómez-Pérez 2017). Overall,
18 of 27 respondents (roughly 67%) in this dissertation study experienced sexual assault or rape
at some point in their lives—73% who have been incarcerated and 58% who have not.
Transgender survivors of sexual assault often require mental health counseling, as do cisgender
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survivors. However, it is often more difficult for trans people to find appropriate services due to
discrimination in the healthcare system (Jaffee, Shires, and Stroumsa 2016).
Prejudice and Discrimination
Several of the men in the comparison group discuss how they have experienced prejudice
and discrimination by people and institutions or systems. Byron, 20, explained that he feels
people stare at him when he is in a crowd. “There have been times…you'll see a lot of people
who will make looks at you if you don't pass well…and then you'll even hear like the faint
comments of 'what a freak'. I've been told that I'm a freak several times by people who didn't
understand.” He also described prejudice he faces at work. “Even people who I used to work
with that didn't know I was trans because I passed so well, would say their opinions on being
trans---and they were not good opinions. When I would tell them, ‘Hey, I am trans,’ they would
be like, ‘Do you know that religion says that this is bad…’” Finally, Joel talked about his fears of
the criminal justice system.
I was even scared about changing my names because even though there should be a
separation of church and state in any legal matter there's really not…And before I
changed my name, I used to be terrified of being pulled over because the name and the
picture on my driver's license do not match what I looked like and what my name was. If
I would be driving at night anywhere in the surrounding counties where I live and an
officer would pull me over, I would be terrified that I would end up in jail and harassed
and all that type of thing.
Jeffrey, 20, who is in the process of moving from South Carolina to the Midwest,
described how he also faces prejudice out in public. “There have been incidents where I've been
called slurs and yelled at. Mostly people on the street like total strangers, people I don't know… I
think if I continue to live in the south it probably would happen…every once in a while.” I feel
less worried that it would happen as much in Ohio…” Sterling, 28, White queer pangender
person has also had people yell at him on the street. “I've had people a lot of [strangers] yell
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things at me. In high school people there was a lot of I guess bullies and stuff. Now it's mainly
people they're not really yelling at me down here [in suburban Tennessee], but they're definitely
being weird around me and staring at me; occasionally people say stuff in the bathroom to me.”
Sterling, who moved from rural Indiana to suburban Tennessee, has faced discrimination
regarding housing.
When I first moved down here, I had a really hard time finding a place to live. Sometime
after that, my partner and I were talking… she was looking for an apartment and she was
looking at the listing prices and I was like, ‘Well, you can't go off on those; like it’s
always way higher once you get there.’ She said that she had never known not to be true.
I had always thought that that was just how it was.
Although Sterling faced “mild” discrimination in the workplace before, he said he currently has a
great job. “I'm working at JCPenney right now and they're really great. There's actually another
trans person working there… I remember when I first started there, the training videos they were
showing something like anti-discrimination stuff, and they included discrimination against a
trans person in one of the scenes.”
Antonio, a 36-year-old Black male described an incident where while not arrested, police
searched his car because they said they smelled marijuana.
I was driving [my date’s] car to pick her up from work, and a police officer pulled me
over, pulled me out of the car. Told me that the car reeked of marijuana…I said, I don't
smoke anymore. She's a nurse, she doesn't have it around her…I had just taken the car to
get it detailed. I stood outside for about an hour and a half… I just had to stand there,
while they destroyed her car…Never found any marijuana, of course, because there was
none. They searched me; I didn't have any marijuana. Come to find out, a woman officer
came, and she said, ‘Come on, it's this air freshener called Blunt Power.’ I was like, ‘It's
blunt, as in force. Not as in marijuana. It's an air freshener anyway. I can have an air
freshener.’ That's what they smelled.
Antonio called the sheriff to complain about the officers because he felt he was being
discriminated against based on his appearance. “I have gauges, I have piercings, I have locks in
my hair. I have that look, I guess to say.” The sheriff replied, ‘they're good cops, I’ve never had
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any problems out of them.’ To sum up, Antonio said, “it would be my word against theirs.”
Ethan, 28, said the prejudice and discrimination he has faced has been “systemically.” He
explained, “when I went and did top surgery, it wasn't on my student health insurance, it didn't
cover that, so I had to put it on credit cards, then I lost my job. Now that credit card is bad debt
on my name because I can't even afford it and that should be a thing that's covered, right?”
Joel, 24, has also faced prejudice and discrimination on the systemic level—in the court
system and the healthcare system.
As soon as I turned 18... I went to change my name; it was initially turned down. I had to
go before a judge and everything… I came over prepared for coming before the judge. I
had gotten a letter written by my therapist and everything saying that I went by this name
and all this… The judge was looking at it and was like, "Well, I don't know if I can
change your name from a female name to a male name as if there were [a] legal
designation, like, ‘This is a male name.’ It was just really dumb. Because of that, my
financial aid and stuff was fucked up for the entire time I was at community college. My
mom and I had preemptively opened a joint bank account because all of my financial aid
information or all my financial aid was to my old name for the entire time, I was in
community college. It was just a whole ordeal.
Joel then described the years-long quest in finding a therapist. Finding a therapist who accepts
trans patients is often difficult, especially in small towns like where Joel grew up. At one point
he found a therapist who would take him as a patient. “She told me that her office was in a
church. I asked her, ‘Is this just where you have your office or are you religiously?’ She said,
‘No.’ The day of my appointment…she was just like, ‘You don't have to do this.’ She tried to
trick me into coming to what was going to surely end up being like conversion therapy.” Once he
was able to find a doctor who prescribed him testosterone, he said the pharmacy then
discriminated against him for being trans. “I was getting my prescriptions refilled at a pharmacy
in my hometown… At first, they didn't say anything about it, but then once I got my name
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changed, I guess it clicked to them what was going on. My mom had gone to pick up my
prescription and they told her that they would not fill my prescription anymore.”
Turner, 40, said he experienced racism, classism, and ableism when growing up in
Florida.
It was racism [because my mom is] Filipino; she faced a lot of racism because people
would think that she was my babysitter and not my mom. Sometimes my mom would
need to find extra money for school lunches and stuff…I didn't realize we were
struggling, but in retrospect, yes, we were struggling. Then, me and my sister, we get
picked on a lot, called monkey and all kinds of shit…I was called ‘retard’ because I'm
autistic. One girl said, ‘My mom says I'm not allowed to beat you up because you're a
retard.’”
Turner said, “I dropped out because of all the bullying and I went and got my GED.” In addition
to these issues growing up, Turner said he also has people yelling slurs at him on the street. “I
was walking down the street one day, and someone just threw a glass bottle at me and called me
a faggot because they were confused about my gender.” He also has experienced prejudice and
discrimination by the police. He said,
“Because I used to live in a predominantly Black neighborhood…and I had a
Cadillac…there'd be two or three police cars on me when I wasn't even doing shit. I was
just driving down the road, I wasn't even speeding, I was just listening to music…blue
lights in the back and I'm like, "What?" Then I rolled down the window and they see I'm
not Black… I ended up getting rid of the Cadillac; I'm like, ‘Fuck this shit. I'm tired of
getting racially profiled… by police.’”
For these respondents, prejudice and discrimination played a large role in their day-today lives from childhood to adulthood in several different arenas; by strangers in public, in the
workplace, by classmates, and by the healthcare and criminal justice systems. This type of
prejudice, discrimination, victimization, and stress are all related to suicidal ideation in trans
people (Testa, Michaels, Bliss, Rogers, Balsam, and Joiner 2017). Additionally, such rejection
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by society and societal institutions is associated with homelessness and unemployment (Testa et
al. 2017; Van Orden, White, Cukrowicz, Braithwaite, Selby, and Joiner 2010).
Homelessness Experiences of the Non-Incarcerated Group
Five of the twelve men in the comparison group have experienced homelessness at some
point in their lives. Experiencing homelessness and house insecurity seems to be one of the
largest differences between this group and the group of trans men who have been incarcerated,
with 10 of 15 in the latter group having experienced homelessness; this equates to roughly 42%
of trans men who had not been incarcerated and 67% of men who had been incarcerated. This
could be related to educational attainment, class, race (as most of the men in this group identified
as non-Hispanic and white), and/or the presence of multiple support systems. When speaking
with the non-incarcerated trans men who were homeless, Turner, 40, said he experienced
homelessness several times over the course of his life. He said that is mom would often kick him
out of the home and he would have nowhere to go. “My mom, as a power tactic, would kick me
out with nothing so she can have me begging on my knees and crying to come back home. Then
she would get mad when I would end up… couch surfing all over Jacksonville.” Turner said
these bouts of house insecurity would last over a year sometimes until he was able to secure his
own apartment when in college.
Antonio, 36, was homeless and mostly living in his car for over five years.
I've been from couch to couch, this friend's house to that friend's house. I've actually been
homeless with nowhere to go. Sleeping in my car. I've actually been homeless without a
car where I slept on park benches and things like that, or I was actually outside with no
home. I've been through a lot of different things.” He goes on to reflect about his time as
a homeless man, “In that time, I spent a lot of time with myself and I was able to
reevaluate my life and put my life in some type of order. Like, ‘Okay, this is what you
need to do first.’ Like I said I had to teach myself everything, so it wasn't like I had
somebody there…I had to figure it out and that's honestly what it took, my isolation from
the world to get myself together.
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Vincent, 36, works full-time for a large company, but still cannot afford permanent housing. He
said, “I could find a room in Atlanta, but they’re in the $800 range and when you bring home a
bi-weekly paycheck it’s between a grand and $1500 bucks…” He has several ways to stay off the
streets, though. “I have a few middle-class friends and I’ll look after their places and stuff…and
stay in a house that a friend and I are fixing up in Conley. But I don’t have a place of my own.”
Kenton, 38, recently experienced house insecurity for three months with his seven-yearold daughter. He said he changed the description of homeless to “road schooling” his daughter.
We just found safe places to camp, my daughter and I…, We would go to free
campgrounds or we would take house-sitting, pet-sitting jobs and opportunities.
Sometimes we'd stay in an Airbnb. I was able to make some money occasionally with
food delivery door-dash and sometimes…but essentially, I didn't have a job or money for
a place because I couldn't get a job in Florida. I don't know if it's because I was trans or
just I wasn't meant to be there anymore, because it essentially brought me to Austin,
which I'm happier here.
Ethan, 28, has a master’s degree and has a temporary job as a tutor at a small college. After
losing his funding as a doctoral student because of gender identity and health related issues,
Ethan has had several stints without secure housing over the past couple of years. He currently
shares a room in a duplex; however, his work contract runs out soon and he doesn’t know where
he will live. He said,
My contract runs out, but they're going to probably give me a new one and we'll see. It's
19 and a half hours a week because I think if it's any more than that, they have to give
you some kind of benefits, so they don't want to do that. It is like two-thirds of the money
that I need to get by or so we'll see how this ends. I had an interview to be an adjunct at
the same school that I work at. They didn't want me, and I don't know why. I'm going to
ask-- but I don't know what to do. I'm actually really scared.
Transgender people experience homelessness at disproportionately high rates compared
to the general population (Grant et al. 2011; Mottet and Ohle 2006). Overall, 15 of 27
respondents (roughly 56%) in this dissertation study experienced homelessness at some point in
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their lives—67% who have been incarcerated and 42% who have not. Unlike the general
population, trans people are often rejected from homeless shelters due to their gender identity
and expression (Mottet and Ohle 2006; Yu 2010). Trans people who are homeless and without
shelter (i.e. living on the street) are more visible to police and thus more vulnerable to being
involved in the criminal justice system. Three of the five men who experienced homelessness in
the comparison group all “couch-surfed” (i.e. slept on friends’ couches) during their periods of
homelessness. One of the five men camped at campgrounds and worked as a house-sitter for
“friends-of-friends” who went out of town. Only one man in this group of five was homeless
with no place to sleep. Antonio explains, “I've been from couch to couch, this friend's house to
that friend's house. I've been homeless with nowhere to go, sleeping in my car. I've actually been
homeless without a car where I slept on park benches…” However, seven of the ten men (70%)
in the previously incarcerated group who experienced homeless did so without shelter (i.e. lived
on the street). Thus, marking a major difference between the two groups of men in this study.
Negative Coping Mechanisms from the Non-Incarcerated Group
As addressed in chapter V, coping strategies related to victimization and homelessness
vary. Some mechanisms are positive, such as therapy, others are unhealthy, like drug use and
offending (Halsey 2018; Karatzias et al. 2018). Although no men in the comparison group were
arrested for drug use or other offenses, many men in this group utilized those behaviors as
negative coping mechanisms when attempting to deal with their victimization.
Offending
All of the respondents in the comparison group have participated in some form of
criminal activity; however, most of the activities were minor. Only six of the twelve men in the
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comparison group participated in “criminal activity” other than marijuana and other drug use.
Drug use among the twelve men in the comparison group was far less extensive than the drug
use and abuse by the 15 previously incarcerated group. This finding is consistent with feminist
pathways theory. Of the other six men, minor shoplifting and drunk driving were the most
common offenses. Three respondents used marijuana in places where it wasn’t legal, three
respondents used drugs other than/in addition to marijuana, and six respondents participated in
other criminal activity, such as shoplifting, drunk driving, sex work, and drug running. Several of
these offenses, such as driving while drunk and shoplifting, were similar to the offenses among
those in the previously incarcerated group. However, the comparison group participated in less
serious offenses than the previously incarcerated group. For example, no one in the comparison
group participated in robbery or fraud.
When asking whether they had participated in any criminal activity in which they did not
get caught, several respondents said no. When I followed up with questions such as, ‘what about
drug use?’ or ‘what about sex work?’ several men realized they had participated in criminal
activity. For example, Vincent, 36, said he had used drugs and shoplifted occasionally, but never
participated in sex work. I followed up his statement with, ‘so you have never been paid for
sex?’ to which he said, “I mean, a couple people have paid me, but I never asked for it. I’m just
like, ‘oh, okay, thanks’; but I never went pro with that business.” When asking Antonio, 36, if he
ever participated in criminal activity, he said “I don't think so.” I then asked him if he had ever
done drugs, to which he responded, “yes” and then laughed.
Joel, 24, who has participated in drug use and underage drinking. He said,
I did a ton of drugs… I smoked an immense amount of weed from the age of 13 to 22…
Especially during high school, I drank a lot and I smoked a lot of weed constantly. When
I was in community college, I constantly, constantly smoked weed when I was trying to
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hang out with straight guys and learn how to be one of the dudes. We just smoked weed
and watched Pretty Little Liars all the time.
Joel also shoplifted and has participated in online sex work. “I tried to do this like sugar baby
type thing when I was like 15…There was this guy, this was like a whole other tangent that I
won't put you through. When I was younger [early adolescence], I would reach out to older man
to talk to online; there was this one guy…he was like at least mid-30s—who was in Australia.
When I was like 15, I reconnected with him and he sent me presents and stuff for a little while,
but it didn't last long.” Turner, 40, said, “you got to survive especially when you don't have
money. You have to sometimes shoplift your testosterone or shoplift a little food here or there.
When you don't have money, you got to do certain things.” He also took drugs and did drug runs
in Florida. He said, “that was mostly for parties… because the rave culture here, way back in the
2000s that was the big thing and it was mostly for friends and private parties.” Turner no longer
does drug runs but does sometimes do drugs and smoke marijuana. “Aside from the occasional
shrooms and stuff like that, medical marijuana is legal here.” When asked if he still participated
in shoplifting, he said, “No, because I have money now and I don't really need to be doing that. It
was only when I had no means.”
The relatively minor offenses committed by the comparison group were mostly carried
out behind doors, with the exception of shoplifting, occasional drug runs, and drunk driving. All
but one of these offenses were committed by non-Hispanic White men. In comparison, Dylan, a
23-year-old Black, Latino man in this study was arrested and jailed for shoplifting groceries.
Dylan was the only person in the group of 15 incarcerated men in this study to be arrested for
shoplifting. Therefore, race and ethnicity as they intersect with gender identity and presence of
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multiple support systems could be a reason why ten of the 12 men in the comparison group have
managed to avoid the criminal justice system.
Fear of Getting Caught and the Perception of Luck
When asking the men in the comparison group, especially those who participated in
relatively minor offenses, if fear of getting caught doing something illegal ever deterred them
from participating in criminal activity, a variety of answers were given. For example, Jeffrey, 20,
who bought alcohol underage a few times and occasionally stole food from a local grocery store
when he was unemployed, said fear of getting caught “definitely” deterred him from committing
more serious crimes. I then asked him, if he would commit other crimes if getting caught was
hypothetically impossible, to which he said, “It depends. I only stole things…like food…because
I didn't have a lot of money. I don't have the desire to steal things other than food or necessities
that I need but can't get because I don't have the money. No, if I knew somehow, I wouldn't get
caught, I wouldn't go and to steal something expensive. It was only out of necessity.” Similarly,
Kenton, 38, who stole a pair of jeans in high school and smoked marijuana in places it was not
legal, said it wasn’t fear of getting caught that deterred him from committing crime, but the guilt
that goes along with it. He explained,
I think I had something stolen from me, and the feeling of that felt so bad. Once I started
working in retail and realizing that everyone's just trying to do their best and they're
really-- Even if it's a large company, it's still a small store. That's why it affects people. I
just realized that my actions affect people, and so it wasn't necessarily fear of getting
caught. That is a deterrent in a lot of ways, but it didn't. I felt, I don't know, I would be
skilled enough to not get caught, so it's not really-- That wasn't really the deterrent.
Abe, 35, who recreationally smoked marijuana in a state where it was only legal for
medical use said fear of getting caught committing crime deters him from doing so. He
explained, “I thought about shoplifting one time when I was a kid and my mom saw it on my
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face and I got so much trouble that I never did it-- like it never crossed my mind to ever do it
again.” When it comes to drug use, he said, “other drugs scare me to be quite honest… I don't
even like to drink where I don't feel I'm in control of what's going on around me because I really
like to be in control.” Byron, 20, has only smoked marijuana twice in a state where it was not
legal to do so. He said, “that sounds so lame,” but he is afraid of getting caught. Silas, 25, has
also only smoked marijuana twice in a state where it is illegal. When I asked him if the fear of
getting caught deters him from smoking on a regular basis, he said, “No. It's just not something
that I've ever really considered.”
Regarding drug use other than or in addition to marijuana, Austin said he did take
painkillers that were prescribed to him in an addictive manner. “I did have a problem with pain
pills which I overcame but… I've never smoked pot; I've never bought an illicit drug.” When I
asked him if the fear of getting caught deters him from drug use or other criminal activity, he
said, “Absolutely. I was the old puss. I'll tell you that.” I then asked him, if he would commit
other crimes if getting caught was hypothetically impossible, to which he answered, “Probably
not because I am just too scared of getting caught even. Because nothing is ever a 100%
guarantee. I would be the one person to get caught.” Antonio also took prescription pills and
used other drugs, as well. “That moment in time where I was out homeless, I've done a lot of
drugs in that time. I smoked marijuana, I did cocaine, I popped prescription pills as well as nonprescription pills and drank a lot. I just did a lot.” Interestingly, Antonio was homeless and living
in his car for several years while using drugs. When I asked him if he was fearful of getting
caught, he responded, “Honestly, it sounds crazy, but it wasn't. I smoked with cops. I wasn't …
hiding.”
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Sterling, 28, who previously used drugs and drove while drunk, said a “crazy amount of
luck” and “being White” are the only reasons he was not arrested. He said, “Last year, I was
struggling with alcoholism and I was drunk driving really basically all day every day for a good
amount of time…I'm sure being White had a lot to do with it [not getting arrested].” He
described a time when a police officer stopped him for speeding; he had an open container of
alcohol and had been drinking for several hours. The result of that stop was a warning for driving
too fast in a neighborhood. When I asked about fear of getting caught, Sterling explained that he
never did drugs in public, only in his house, and “then with drinking, I was an alcoholic, I didn't
care.” Ethan, 28, who has used drugs and drank alcohol underage, said he considered
participating in sex work a couple of times over the past year since being under-employed. When
I asked what he thought stopped him from doing so, he said, “cowardice, I would say and
I…don't know past that.” I ask him what the cowardice was referring to; he responded, “less the
fear of getting caught, more of the fear that something's going to happen, like victimization.” He
once set up a meeting with a person to engage in paid sexual activity but didn’t go through with
it. “I know there was one time that I had almost-- everything was set up, but the app was set in a
different city than I was in, and then I just fell off. I was like, ‘Okay. I think I just got saved by
clerical error.’”
For these respondents, fear of getting caught by participating in criminal activity is
sometimes a deterrent for doing so. However, sometimes a fear of getting caught is not on the
minds of these men. For example, when shoplifting food due to lack of employment and money;
or lack of fear because substance abuse clouds their judgement. Sometimes fear does play a role
in forgoing criminal activity, but fear of victimization is more the driving force rather than
punishment by the criminal justice system. Whatever reason they gave, most of the men in this
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study say that fear of getting caught by police or, like Abe, disappointing someone in their
support system, is related to why they generally avoid criminal activity.
When addressing why some trans men avoid involvement in the criminal justice system
while others do not, seven of the twelve men in the comparison group admit that “luck” is a key
factor in avoiding arrest. For example, when I asked Jeffrey, 20, how he avoided the criminal
justice system despite buying alcohol underage and engaging in petty theft, he replied, “I guess
just by luck.” Silas, 25, described being stopped by the police for speeding before and after
transition. He explained,
I got stopped twice for speeding before I ever transitioned at all. I did get speeding tickets
both set of times and then I did get pulled over once for speeding after I transitioned and
got off with a warning… I was lucky. Well, I feel like maybe I was already primed for
this because I had heard other trans men talk about it, but I remembered other trans-men
saying that they would always get ticketed before they transitioned and then once they
started presenting as men, they would never get tickets from cops.
When I asked Sterling, 28, who drove while drunk “every day,” how he avoided the
criminal justice system, he acknowledged that race and luck both played a role. He said, “I'm
sure being white had a lot to do with it… I don't think I look particularly intimidating and I don't
know, I just don't think a cop driving around will target me because of that and being white. As
far as the drunk driving goes, it was crazy amount of luck.” In fact, Sterling said he was once
pulled over while driving drunk; however, the police officer let him go, despite having an open
container in the car. Further, Turner, a 40-year-old multi-racial, multi-ethnic trans man
participated in drug runs in Florida. When I asked him how he avoided arrest, he said, “It's just
dumb luck and being crafty and sneaky.” Of the seven men who attributed their avoidance of the
criminal justice system to luck, six are non-Hispanic White men. Thus, perhaps it is race, not
luck that contributes to the avoidance of incarceration.
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One other important mediator for this comparison group of men are the support system
they have, in comparison to the support systems of men who have been previously incarcerated.
Asberg and Renk (2013) compared two groups of survivors of childhood abuse, one group who
were inmates and one group who were college students. Results suggested that the incarcerated
group had more depression and posttraumatic stress, as well as more “coping difficulties and
problematic family functioning relative to college student survivors” (p.167). Furthermore,
results suggested that social support and substance use are significant predictors of incarceration
among child abuse survivors. Therefore, perhaps the formerly incarcerated group in this
dissertation study who experienced child abuse (9 of 15) also lacked adequate social support; and
perhaps the comparison group who have not been incarcerated that experienced child abuse (7 of
12) had more social support to rely on, helping them avoid the criminal justice system. The
presence of support systems is explored next.
Presence of Support Systems
Lack of support systems in childhood can result in negative life trajectories (Brown and
Shillington 2017). Interestingly, adverse childhood experiences, such as bullying, can be
mitigated and considered “tolerable stress” if support systems and/or positive relationships are
present in the child’s life (Brown and Shillington 2017). Respondents in the comparison group of
this dissertation study generally had at least one positive relationship or system of support
throughout childhood and during their “coming out” process; however, there were two men in
this group who felt they had no real support as a child or adolescent. Several of the men who did
not have strong support systems growing up, especially while coming out as trans, have support
systems and positive relationships as adults. In contrast, respondents in the previously
incarcerated group had fewer positive relationships or support systems growing up.
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Support Systems for the Non-Incarcerated Group While Growing up
Several of the men in this comparison group had multiple support systems and positive
relationships while growing up. For example, Abe, 35, was involved in his youth group at
church. He said, “Our youth minister was very new age and open-minded and I think a little bit
more than what our church wanted but I had so much support in just being whatever I felt like I
wanted to be from him.” Abe also took taekwondo lessons and said his instructor was “a huge
support in just growing up and growing into being somebody who was able to stand up for
themselves.” Silas, 25, had supportive sisters, close friends, and college professors. “I have
friends who we've stayed friends since preschool and who has still been supportive even as I've
come out and transitioned. Some teachers in grad school, my professors were super supportive
when I announced that I was transitioning.” Unfortunately, Silas’ parents were still “struggling”
with his gender identity at the time of our interview.
Austin, 43, also had a support system in a teacher. “I was in RTC for four years. One of
the instructors…was the closest thing I ever had to a second father. Then he passed away a
couple of years ago. He fought and survived a battle with leukemia, and he was an important
person in my life.” Unlike Silas, however, Austin did have a supportive parent and grandparent.
“With my mom. I mean we had our problems like any kids and their mothers, but, my mom and I
were best friends. My paternal grandfather, he died when I was 14 but up until that point, he was
actually a very positive influence on me.” Turner, 40, one of the only two non-White men in the
comparison group, said he had a few friends, one whom he calls his cousin, and a Pagan group
who were great support systems growing up. “I was 16 when I got involved with the Pagan
Community Network…the pagan community was my main support thing for a while and then I
moved away…” Turner had an abusive mother growing up but has since repaired their
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relationship. He said, “My mom introduces me as her son, so does my dad; my dad slips up
sometimes… but it took some time for them to warm up and get things right. My sister was
really big on them, like, "No, you get it right, you get it right," and would always correct them.”
Byron, 20, had a lot of friends who remained his friends after he came out as trans as a 16
-year-old high school student. However, in the initial stages of coming out, Byron’s mother was
reluctant to be supportive. “My mom was like, ‘I don't want to talk about it. Maybe if I just don't
acknowledge it, you'll forget it.’” It didn’t take long for Byron’s mother to accept reality and
agree to allow Byron to start hormone replacement therapy.
She first started buying me like male clothing, like boxers, Polos, men sizes, men jackets.
She still wouldn't refer to me with the right pronouns or right name or anything like that,
but the longer that has gone on, the more that she's come around to starting to correct
herself. When she meets people, she actually introduces me as her son and completely
has tried to forget anything about what I used to be.
Byron also has supportive siblings and played soccer in middle school—a group he found very
supportive—before he identified as trans but was instead identifying as an “out” lesbian. “We
would all have the bus travel and we would have a little campfire where we talk about things and
how we're dealing with them and things like that.
Although many men in this group had several support systems, a lot of the men had few
positive relationships or strong support systems while growing up. For example, Kenton, 38, had
to question whether he had any support systems or positive relationships. He recalls, “Did I have
any? I probably had some. Occasionally, there'd be a teacher who would be really caring that I
had, but not every year.” I asked him why he felt he didn’t have teachers that cared about him, to
which he responded,
I just felt like people didn't like me. I was really quiet and so I never asked for help when
I needed it. I learned from a young age to just do what I was told and not to question
anything. Just take what I get. I'm not supposed to ask for anything else or anything to
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change. I didn't have any examples of that, of like, how to speak up for myself or that I
even could or that people do speak up for themselves.
Kenton was involved in “an extracurricular Baptist Church kind of activity.” I asked him
if he felt like they were a supportive group of people. He explained that he felt they were “trying
to be supportive,” but were “brainwashed” by their version of Christianity. “It's like, I think she
genuinely cared, but at the same time, she's just reinforcing all the things that are harmful. That's
very similar to a lot of the ‘supports’ that I received growing up, but I think people actually cared
about me but didn't know how to support me.” In discussing this gap between support and care,
Kenton mentions his parents and several therapists. “At age 14, I started therapy because I was
suicidal, at that point… and I didn't have any therapist catch on to this. None of them ever said,
‘Did you ever wonder about your gender identity?’ or anything like that.” Kenton also said he
felt isolated by his family and thought it might have been because of his gender or sexual
identity. He explained, “I wasn't interested in doing a lot of things that my mom wanted to do
when I wasn't the little girl she was hoping that she had wanted so badly. She really wanted a
girly girl and, I just, I think it was frustrating for her that I wasn't what she had always dreamed
of having.”
Ethan, 28, said his main support systems were “with nature” and his dog. “I really didn't
have friends…being the weird, smart kid at my school, nobody wanted to talk to me unless it
was to teach them something.” Although Antonio, 36, one of the only two non-White people in
the comparison group, had a supportive aunt who “honored” his gender expression, she died
when he was young, leaving him with few positive relationships. He said he did not have “any
outside support, whatsoever,” and was abandoned by his friends after “coming out.” His
grandmother was sometimes supportive, but his mother was not.
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Well, my aunt died and my grandmother [and I] drifted apart a little bit. She pretty much
raised me… She's been back and forth with [me being trans]. Recently, she came to visit.
I hadn't seen her in six or seven years…and she was really supportive like right off the
bat. She's never seen me since my medical transition, so I was nervous about that.
Throughout the years my grandmother was like, ‘I'm not calling you by male pronouns
and things like that.’ But when she was actually here and, in my face, she actually said
something to my mom about using feminine pronouns with me. It was really weird, but it
was cool.
I asked Antonio if he felt like he had support in anyway as growing up, to which he said, no.
“Even when I thought I had that support, then it would come to that I didn't have that support. I
didn't have any.”
Silas, 25, did have some supportive relationships growing up, but his parents weren’t and
still aren’t one of them.
It has been and continues to be a huge fight to get them to even use my name, even
though it's, literally, just a shorter nickname version of what my name was. It's been a
huge fight to try and get them to use different pronouns at all. They still pretty much
insist on using the old ones no matter what I say or do. It has been really upsetting, but
also fascinating to watch the level of denial, especially my mom. She's been saying and
doing all things to try and twist reality around the idea that I couldn't possibly be a transman.
Sterling, 28, had a loving father who didn’t know how to be the kind of support system he
needed, and felt isolated from her mother. “I felt isolated from her just based on the way she was
treating me, and she was in her own problems. My dad is very loving, but he's not emotionally
available. He doesn't like to talk about feelings that much. I got a lot of love and support from
him, but he does tend to be surface level with him.”
Joel, 24, also did not have a great relationship with his family growing up; however, he
did have really close friends, who unfortunately moved away when they were in middle school.
He felt “really isolated” until he found a therapist with whom he was very close until she died.
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Joel explained the event that made him “come out” to his parents, which he did with the help of
his therapist.
I'd gone to the same place to get my haircut for a really long time and my mom and I
went to the same guy. She had gotten her hair done and …left and she was going to bring
back something for us to eat. While she was gone, he cut my hair… it was an undercut;
that was the trendy thing…My mom blew a gasket, she was furious. She started yelling at
me in front of this guy and started saying it looked so ugly. She was trying to get this
woman in the waiting room in on it to say that my hair looks like shit and I look like shit
because I got this awful boy haircut. It was horrible. She was like, ‘I'm so sick of you
doing this boy thing.’ I went and stayed with a friend of mine for a couple of days. First
thing I did was I called my therapist and I told my therapist, ‘Hey, we need to make an
appointment. Both my parents are going to need to come. I'm going to have to come out
to them.’
Coming out at this point in Joel’s life was made more difficult by the fact that his parents
were getting divorced. His mom said, ‘No, this is bullshit… Unless you start wearing girl clothes
and grow your hair out and start acting like a girl again, you can't live with me.’ So, Joel stayed
with his dad temporarily. His dad “basically had no reaction to it.” Joel said, “It's so weird. I
don't think he fully gets it. In his mind, he was like, ‘well, I love you no matter what; I don't
care.’ He never would have a conversation with me about any of it. Despite the fact that my
relationship with my mom was so terribly bad, at least we were having conversations about it. I
stayed with my dad for like three days and then my mom let me move back in. It was horrible.
We fought constantly.” Shortly after coming out to his parents, Joel’s therapist died, forcing him
to go to a new therapist.
Joel and his mom lived in a somewhat rural town an hour and a half away from a city
with a therapist and psychologist who would take him as a patient.
My mom would drive me to these appointments where I would talk to a therapist. She
told the therapist she wasn't allowed to talk to me about being trans, which was grueling
at that time…The therapist I had was not supportive… Eventually, I wrote a letter to my
psychiatrist and I was like A) I’m going to kill myself, and B) I am transgender; my mom
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is not treating me right about this because of what you are saying. He apologized and he
backtracked.
After the letter, Joel’s mother agreed to let him start testosterone and legally change his name.
“She said, ‘I guess I should start calling you Joel now.’ She never fucked up again.”
Support Systems for the Non-Incarcerated Group as an Adult
Other men in this study, however, still struggle to find supportive relationships. Antonio,
a 35-year-old Black male said, “I have friends that acknowledged me as being a male all
throughout our friendship, and we will fall out and I will be everything under the sun but a
male… It's like, ‘okay, I'm going to give him where he hurts. Now you're a girl.’” Ethan, 28,
does political organizing in his community and suffers from suicidal ideation. “If I am not well, I
don't want to be like, ‘Hey, comrade, I want to die right now. You want to hang out?’ Like that's
rude, I think…I've been told that [it’s not rude] by other people, but it just feels wrong. I'm trying
to work my way around that. I do have people that want to help me with stuff, but it's just hard
for me to reach out. I think that's part of masculinity.”
In addition to his depression and reluctance to reach out to friends, Ethan’s sister cut him
out of her life. He said, “my sister stopped talking to me and told her daughter that I hate
her…because I'm no longer her aunt, I don't love her anymore. The kid realized that was bullshit
eventually but it was weird.” Ethan also doesn’t have a relationship with his mother but does
have his dad for support. “My dad's been-- it took him a little bit but he's good. Sometimes he
still messes up when he answers the phone but whatever.” Austin, 43, does not have support
from his biological family but has found supportive relationships with his wife and her family,
friends, mental and physical healthcare providers, and the trans community at large. “I have a lot
of friends. I have friends who are a bit of family to me… I call one my father; he is also trans.
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He's helped me along the way when I have had questions, or I have not been sure what's going
on. The PA [physician’s assistant] that I see has been phenomenal. I cannot say enough good
things about him; and I currently see a counselor.”
Like Austin, several other men in this group have found support systems in their romantic
relationships. Turner, a 40-year-old multi-racial, multi-ethnic male said, “I am currently dating
three people. I'm polyamorous, so I have them. I have a bunch of friends from the leather
community and the goth community.” Joel, 24, said his girlfriend is a “huge support.” He also
said his mother, who was not initially supportive, and his “core group of friends” are now really
supportive. In addition to going to therapy, Byron, 20, said his girlfriend “wants to help me with
all my problems…Anything I want to talk about, she's always there.” He also has his mother,
who was previously unsupportive. “My mom has definitely done a whole 180 and she's very
supportive and always asking how I’m doing and also make sure I'm okay, so that's surprising. I
have a house with my girlfriend, but I've been staying with my mom a few days at a time since
my dad passed away two months ago.”
Jeffrey, 20, also has a supportive partner and mother. In fact, Jeffrey was dating his
current partner, a cisgender, heterosexual man, when he came out as trans. He said, “It wasn't
just that I was romantically and sexually attracted to him, but that I also wanted to look like him
and be seen in the way he is by other people.” Jeffrey said his relationship of four years is “still
going strong,” and that his gender identity did not really affect the dynamic of the partnership.
“He's told me that it doesn't really change our relationship much. I look somewhat different. My
voice is different than it used to be, but he still loves me and cares about me, so it didn't really
affect that. I feel very lucky for it to be that way because I know for a lot of people, that isn't the
experience they have if they're in a relationship while transitioning.”
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Jeffrey said his mother is the only reason he was able to get hormone replacement
therapy and have top surgery. “It was necessary for my family to know since I was underage and
didn't have any job that could provide me with the money I needed to do those things.” His mom
had no knowledge of transgender issues or terminology, but “she educated herself on a lot of
things and just really wanted to help.” Jeffrey said is mom is “very supportive” and he is “very
lucky with that.”
Silas, 25, who does not consider his parents to be a support system, said religion has
compromised his relationship with his parents since being an adult.
I work with abuse victims all the time. On the one hand, I know that my family's situation
was extremely healthy in comparison to what I'm used to seeing. On the other side, it has
been hard to reconcile that with growing up queer in a very traditionally Catholic
religious community. Because I feel like there was a lot of homophobia and internalized
shame around that. That has definitely shifted my family dynamics with my parents a lot
since I came out.
Although, Abe, 35, has a “great group of friends” and a partner he’s been with for over five
years, his family has not been as supportive. Because his younger brother is gay, Abe felt as
though his parents felt additionally “burdened” by him coming out as trans. His mother is now
making more of an effort to be supportive, but Abe’s other family members aren’t doing the
same. He explained,
My partner and I went to visit [family] for Thanksgiving. My mom actually told my
oldest nephew that I liked to be called Abe, which is a really big step. She didn't tell him
why, she just was like, ‘This is preferred…’ My middle brother has had a much harder
time with it, and I think a big reason for that is he's married to a woman and they have
three children and they are still very religious… I was not allowed to see or speak to my
two nephews and my niece after they found out that I had come out as trans. A couple of
years ago, he and I got together when I came to town once and just had a beer and kind of
hung out a little bit. I think through that, he remembered that I'm not a monster. I'm still
the same person that he grew up with. I just look a little bit differently than what he
remembers. He's come around a little bit more. Every time I'm in town, he usually at least
meets up for lunch and he usually brings the kids, so I get to see them now.
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Kenton, 38, said his 7-year-old daughter has been his “biggest, strongest supporter.” “She's just
like, whatever I want to be called, but she just advocates for that. Corrects people and she does it
kindly but firmly, like, ‘He goes by him. That's my dad, not my mom.’” Although some of
Kenton’s family members “have been supportive in a way that was helpful, not all of his family
had a positive role in his life. He explained,
I had this strong sense that there is something I've been hiding from myself. Then my dad
died, and I felt this overwhelming sense of freedom to be who I am. After that, all these
memories came back to me of my truth…memories from childhood that I had suppressed
and put into this box that I wasn't allowed to look at… because of my family and society
and the Baptist Church school I went to.
Kenton also currently has friends that “are supportive in a lot of ways,” especially regarding
being a single parent and a trans person. Interestingly, Kenton met most of these friends through
Facebook groups. He said, “What we have in common is that we all are parents who are
attempting unschooling or homeschooling. People who are unschooling tend to be open to
outside mainstream things. It's been a really great niche for me to find support.”
Sterling, 28, struggled with alcoholism, but has found several friends, family members,
and support groups that are positive influences on his life. Regarding general support, he said his
family is “great” with him being trans. “The only problem was my dad struggled with my
pronouns for a while, but he's finally got it. He was totally fine with it.” Sterling also has a
partner of almost four years whose family is supportive. He also goes to therapy and has a few
support groups he goes to for drinking. Sterling believes that all these supportive people and
groups in his life help him avoid the criminal justice system, mainly because the played a big
role in him getting sober.
Antonio, 36, who didn’t have much support growing up, recently found a weekly trans
support group meeting through his insurance company. He has also become an advocate for the
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trans community. He said, “That opened doors to a lot of organizations and a lot of resources to
help other people. I don't necessarily need them now, but to help other people. That's been my
focus now, to try to help people that might be going through what I went through, they didn't
know that might know where to go, might know what to do, who to call when life is going on.”
Like Kenton, Antonio also found support groups and friends on Facebook. He said, “there's a
group on Facebook for anything that you can pretty much think of needing or wanting to know.”
Support Systems for the Previously Incarcerated Group
In comparison to the non-incarcerated group, several of the men in the previously
incarcerated group commented on the lack of support they received as a child, when they came
out as trans, and/or now, as adults. For example, Stefan, 31, said his mother and one of his
brothers “just can’t be supportive.” Stefan’s grandmother was a source of support but lived
several states away. While he was in prison, Stefan’s grandmother died. He said, “It only crushed
me because I knew that was the only support that I had.” Before she died, Stefan wrote her a
letter to his grandmother that he still has:
I was like, ‘I can't wait to get out because I have been planning this for a long time,
getting out and transitioning. I was so miserable in there. I can't wait.’ I was like, ‘I hope
that I'm still your favorite grandchild.’ Then I got a letter back from her. ‘You're always
my favorite grandbaby.’ She was a great person.
Stefan said that since his grandmother’s death, his older brother as stepped in as a support
system. “My brother is… very, very supportive. He even hooked me up with a personal trainer
that could help me build up better stuff for male bodies… and I love him for that because I
needed that. Him and his girlfriend are very, very supportive.”
When Brody, 58, told his parents he was trans at the age of 10, there was no
acknowledgement of the subject. Brody started taking testosterone he bought of the street at the
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age of 15, then left home and didn’t see his family for ten years. He explained, “I disappeared
from home… I decided to just get away from everybody, so I moved to North Florida first, but
then I moved to Atlanta with my partner. I didn't have much of a relationship with anybody for
many years.” Brody now has a good relationship with his father, but not with his sister. He said,
“My sister and I still don't have a relationship, and she just recently asked me when I was going
to be ‘changing back’…She’s into religion and holier-than-thou.”
Several men in this study did not have parental support but did find support in other
people. For example, Dylan, 23, had little family support as a child, but did, however, have a
trans friend in high school and college who acted as a huge support for him. He said, “After
coming out and the reception… once you realize that you are not whatever you were assigned at
birth, you become hyper conscious of gendered language. It was from that outside and then
coming home, and still, not being supported, it was a lot.” Dylan experienced depression and
suicidal ideation, as did his friend, who also identified as trans. Dylan said, “without [my friend],
I don't know; we talk to each other like every day. We're not going to do this like, we'll stay till
tomorrow. When things got really bad, we talk to each other out of it.” Dylan was then able to
find support after he graduated high school.
Although Dylan did not have much support growing up, he was able to find support while
in college through the Gay Student Alliance (GSA) and Queer People of Color (QPoC).
However, after Dylan’s breakup with his boyfriend, whom he was arrested with, friends in GSA
stopped stalking to him. He said, “I used to be on the board at GSA so that used to be a place
where I can find my people, I was comfortable… When I broke up with my ex, my name got
spread all in the dirt and I didn't feel welcome there anymore, so I just stopped going.” While in
college, Dylan received twelve free therapy sessions a year, but no longer has access to
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affordable therapy since graduation. When I asked him what support systems he currently has in
place, Dylan responded, “not enough.”
Another example of non-parental support comes from Damion, 35, whose abusive mother
had “some mental issues,” but whose aunt and uncle stepped in to help. Damion explained,
She burnt down the house when we lived in Georgia when my dad was stationed down
here. She burned my dad's stuff in her garage and the house was on fire. She got into it
with both of us all the time especially me. At that time, she was like, ‘You're all getting
out of my house;’ she put me out several times. My uncle lived in Florida… and said,
‘Hey, I'm going to come pick you all up and you all are going to come live down here in
Florida with us.’ I was 15 at that time.
Damion currently suffers from PTSD as a result of the abuse he suffered by his mother, the
traumatic death of his twin brother at the age of 19, as well as being robbed at gunpoint while
working at Target. When asked about his current support systems, Damion said he has his
support/therapy dog and friends through organizations, such as Trans(Forming), and other
friends through PTSD support groups.
Other men in the previously incarcerated group did have supportive family members but
found support outside of the home lacking. For example, Zack, 37, said his family is supportive
and “close-knit,” who go to drag shows he performs in and helps him research doctors for gender
affirmation surgery. However, as a life-long church member, Zack has found little support in the
three churches he regularly attended. He explained,
The church that I go to now, we think they're still iffy about. They're okay accepting
people into the church. As far as being active, that's probably a whole other level… My
home church [in Louisville, KY], he's very old-school…I just went back recently. I'm
sitting there and the first thing to come out like, ‘You know what, it was Adam and Eve,’
and I was like, ‘Here we go.’ I’m thinking he's not accepting.
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Matt, a 53-year-old recovering heroin addict, also has a supportive family. Before
realizing he was trans, Matt said his mother knew and offered to pay for his gender affirmation
surgeries. He explained,
When I was about 30… I was on the streets clueless and come to see my grandmother
who was dying. I was whacked out. My mother was like, ‘If you just want to be a man,
we'll pay for it, just stop with the drugs already.’ I was like, ‘What the fuck are you
talking about?’ Then a couple years later, I was like, ‘You know what, that's so spot on.’
They actually did pay for my first endo visit. They've been pretty supportive.
Matt’s parents also visited him every week he was in prison, located about an hour and a half
from them. Matt said, “they wanted to make sure I was eating good. They were real sweet. My
parents have always been the most supportive of me. I thank them for that.”
Although Matt has supportive parents, he has often struggled to find continuous resources
for trans people, especially those struggling with addiction. Now that Matt has been sober over
three years, and has steady financial support from his parents, he is looking to start a support
group for trans addicts and a halfway house for trans people. He explained,
I'd like to reach out and try to get some support and some for the rest of the brothers and
sisters that are out there that aren't together yet. I just think that substance abuse has got
to be a lot more rampant than we're probably admitting to. I don't know, maybe even just
start a halfway house or something. Just a place for us, because the times that I've had to
go into treatment or wanted to go into treatment, it's hard to even put me anywhere. They
don't know where to put me. Physically I can't, because my bottom's not done. I really
shouldn't be with the men, but I'm not really a woman. It's just an awkward situation.
Damion echoed Matt’s concern about lack of support and programming. He said, “I just think
that at the end of the day, there's got to be more support, more programs, especially when people
get locked up… There's no type of systems put into place.” And although Abe, 35, has not been
incarcerated, he said,
I hope that people will be able to find more resources in the future. I hope that maybe
your papers do something to help with that too because I think it's just really important
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for trans and queer people, to have … some people who support you and are able to help
you get through those moments when you feel like the whole world is against you.
These narratives show how support systems and positive relationships are complicated by gender
identity and expression. Some men supplemented familial support with friendship, therapy,
nature, animals, and religious groups. Although several men felt supported at certain times and
by certain people in their childhoods, there were always aspects that left them feeling isolated
and unsupported.
Whether or not the men in both groups of this study had positive relationships or support
systems growing up, all but one person has been able to find or create a support network as an
adult. Many of these men found comfort in varied support systems including friends, trans
support groups, and romantic partners. Support networks have been found to be associated with
positive life outcome, such as self-esteem and better mental and physical health (Snapp, Watson,
Russell, Diaz, and Ryan 2015). However, family support has been found to have the strongest
influence on positive life outcomes (Snapp et al. 2015(b)). Therefore, trans men who had a
positive family life growing up or who have developed positive familial relationships as adults
should have better long-term mental health than those who do not have a supportive relationship
with their family. These multiple sources of support and positive mental health outcomes help
trans men avoid future offending.
Positive Coping Mechanisms Utilized by Both Groups
Like previously discussed, the men in both groups of this study engaged in several
negative coping mechanisms to deal with their victimization and homelessness. However, they
also used positive strategies, like participation in support groups or individual therapy (Levenson
2017). The men in both groups of this study utilized several forms of coping mechanisms that
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were often influenced by the presence of support systems or positive relationships in the men’s
lives. For example, the men in the non-incarcerated group mentioned participating in yoga, art,
running, deleting social media accounts, and adding social media accounts as coping
mechanisms. Also, nine of the twelve men in the non-incarcerated group participated in therapy,
and eight of the 15 men in the previously incarcerated group went to therapy.
One common positive coping strategy utilized by both groups of men in this study
included being involved in community service, especially in the form of giving back to the trans
community. For example, Abe, a 35-year-old sexual victimization survivor, said,
I think [the assault is] something that helps to be able to at least relate to other people
who have been there because I feel like as being a trans person and being someone who is
semi-successful at being a contributing member of society that it's important for me to be
available and try to help other trans people get through struggles because I do think that
trans people in general have different struggles than other people might so, it's important
for me to be visible and available and having gone through that, I at least can empathize
with what a lot of trans people have gone through.
Silas, a 25-year-old art therapist, started a therapy group for trans teenagers and offers his
sessions at no cost. Austin, 43, speaks at a local university about his experiences as a trans man,
and has now been asked to join a diversity and inclusion board for the university so he can speak
at more university events.
Other positive coping mechanisms were used among the entire group of 27 as well. For
example, Kenton, 38, a respondent in the non-incarcerated group, moved from Florida to Austin,
Texas to give him and his daughter a better life. Without family ties in the state of Florida,
Kenton wasn’t necessarily escaping a bad situation, like many other men in this study; he was,
however, moving to a geographic location that is more accepting of trans people. He explained,
“My daughter and I were … traveling and Austin was a place that we visited, and I was just like,
‘Oh my gosh, I've never felt more accepted here.’ That's why we stayed.” Another example of a
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positive coping strategy comes from Antonio, 36, a member of the non-incarcerated group, who
was homeless, living in his car, for over five years. He explained,
In that time, I spent a lot of time with myself and I was able to reevaluate my life and put
my life in some type of order. In order to even the next steps of my life. Like, "Okay, this
is what you need to do first," like I said I had to teach myself everything so it wasn't like I
had somebody there, it was like this is what you need to do and help me out. I had to
figure it out and that's honestly what it took, my isolation from the world to get myself
together.
Although therapy seemed to me a more common positive coping mechanism in the nonincarcerated group than in the previously incarcerated group, several men from both groups
found other ways to cope with the victimization, homelessness, and trauma they have
experienced. In addition to therapy, one of the main ways these men engaged in positive coping
strategies was by giving back to the community in a meaningful way.
Conclusion
Trans men in both groups of this study experienced victimization in the form of child
abuse, sexual harassment, sexual assault, rape, and prejudice and discrimination. Several also
faced homelessness. To deal with their victimization experiences, several of the men used
negative coping mechanisms, like offending. However, for some of the men in this study, the
presence of support systems and the use of positive coping mechanisms may have mediated
some of the negative effects of the trauma. Trans men in the comparison group experienced
varying amounts of familial support and support outside of the family. Some reported familial
support prior to coming out as trans then losing that support; some reported constant familial
support; and some reported never having familial support. Others report having supportive or
positive relationships in friends, romantic partners, and support groups. Several of the men report
participating in varying criminal activities, primarily shoplifting and drug use.
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Because there are many similarities, such as victimization experiences, between the nonincarcerated group and the previously incarcerated group in this dissertation, the application of
an intersectional approach was especially important in this chapter. For example, finding that
most men in the comparison group identified as White and non-Hispanic, compared to the more
racially and ethnically diverse previously incarcerated group. This finding supports previous
research among cisgender populations that race and ethnicity do play a role in involvement in the
criminal justice system (Brunson and Miller 2006; Nowacki 2017; Petersen 2017; Pettit and
Western 2004; Steffensmeier et al. 2017). In addition, I found that educational attainment and
sexual identity also have an effect on the likelihood of incarceration. The men in the comparison
group have higher educational attainment compared to the original group of 15. In addition, the
men in the comparison group have varied sexual identities with only one identifying as
heterosexual, compared to the previously incarcerated group who almost all identified as
heterosexual. It is possible that race, ethnicity, educational attainment, and sexual identity are all
connected, but further research is needed to expand on this finding. Without taking an
intersectional approach to this study, I would have missed key factors related to incarceration
and reentry experiences.
Fear of getting caught by police while participating in criminal activity is a concern for
many of the men in the comparison group, which is unique to this group. Perhaps it is fear that
partially deters them from committing crime. Further, it too could be that the presence of support
systems. Most of the previously incarcerated trans men in this study had few sources of support
compared to the non-incarcerated group. In addition, support systems among previously
incarcerated trans men seemed to be even less abundant in childhood versus adulthood. The
support systems that were available to the men in this study were complicated by gender and
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sexual identities and other intersecting factors, such as locality. For example, Joel had to drive
two hours roundtrip from his rural home in Kentucky to Louisville, KY to see a therapist that
would accept clients who identify as trans. Addressing the lack of support systems and positive
relationships among trans men and how that effects resiliency, should change the way this
population is addressed within prevention programming, after-school activities, and LGBTQ
support groups.
In addition to support and positive coping mechanisms, demographic characteristics, as I
discuss in the next chapter, may influence the experiences of these men. Racial bias and
discrimination, for example, is well-documented in the criminological literature (Braun,
Rosenthal, and Therrian 2018; Krasnovsky and Lane 1998; Dabney, Dugan, Topalli, and
Hollinger 2006; Petersen 2017; Smith and Levinson 2011). However, there is little scholarship
on racial bias and discrimination among gender and sexual minorities involved in the criminal
justice system. Eliminating racial bias among criminal justice actors is far from achievable.
However, knowing that supportive relationships, financial resources, and connections with the
LGBTQ community help trans men adapt to negative experiences or difficult circumstances
(Singh 2013), means there should be an investment in more resources to provide those services
to prevent future criminality.
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CHAPTER VII
CONCLUSION
In this chapter, I will examine the intersecting characteristics of gender identity, sexual
identity, race and ethnicity, geographic location, education, support systems, and criminal
activity—whether caught in the act or not. When comparing the intersecting characteristics of
trans men who have been incarcerated with those who have not, some interesting findings arose
from the data. Overall, there were several similarities between both groups of men, such as
gender identity and geographic location; however, there were many differences between the
groups, such as mean age, sexual identity, education, and race and ethnicity. The similarities of
these two groups, as well as the differences, should be fertile ground for further research on why
some trans men face incarceration while others do not.
In addition to the aforementioned characteristics, I also examined the presence of support
systems or positive relationships while growing up as well as currently as adults. For the most
part, men in both groups had at least one form of support growing up and currently as adults.
However, the comparison group had several sources of support compared to the few sources of
support reported by the previously incarcerated group. For example, Stefan had his grandmother
as a support system, but then she became homeless and could not take him in when his parents
kicked him out of their home. Stefan then had to live in his car because he had no back-up
support from other sources like friends or family. However, guys like Abe, Jeffrey, and Byron all
in the comparison group had multiple support systems growing up and as an adult and have
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never experienced homelessness. Although the formerly incarcerated group did participate in
seemingly more serious criminality, there was overlap between the two groups on several
offenses. Drinking and driving, drug possession and use, and theft were all reported by both
groups of respondents. A discussion of the possible factors that contribute to the likelihood of
arrest follows.
Trans identity is related to family rejection (Grant et al. 2011; Klein and Golub 2016),
harassment at school and work (Grant et al. 2011), higher rates of unemployment (Grant et al.
2011; Bradford et al. 2013) homelessness (Grant et al. 2011; Center for American Progress
2016), difficulty finding physical and mental healthcare (Johnson and rogers 2019; Harless et al.
2019; Grant et al. 2011), and support systems (Singh 2013; Klein and Golub 2016). All of these
issues play a role in the likelihood of arrest and incarceration. Using the feminist pathways
theory to illustrate how these factors influence incarceration, could look like this: family
rejection and lack of support coupled with harassment at school affect access to mental and
physical healthcare and could lead to running away from home and quitting school; lack of
shelter and education affect employment opportunities; homeless and unemployed trans people
are more likely to experience incarceration.
The previously incarcerated group had a higher percentage of homelessness (67%) than
the comparison group (42%). Three of the five men who experienced homelessness in the
comparison group were able to stay with friends; one camped at campgrounds and worked as a
house-sitter, and one was homeless outside and in his car. Therefore, four of the five men in this
group had multiple sources of support and places to go when they were homeless. Because of
these support systems, these men were not sleeping outside where they were visible to police and
thus more susceptible to arrest.
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Clearly race matters when it comes to incarceration. Like chapter V mentions in relation
to Dylan’s story of arrest and incarceration, it is not possible to disentangle the intersecting
characteristics of race, ethnicity, and gender identity. This complexity can be especially daunting
when trans men don’t “pass,” like Dylan and his boyfriend at the time of their arrests. Only two
of the 17 men of color in this study had not been incarcerated. Race was the key factor that stood
out when comparing the two groups intersecting characteristics. Non-Hispanic White trans men
had to have other intersecting characteristics going against them, such as drug abuse and lack of
support, to end up incarcerated. On the contrary, the men of color were incarcerated who did not
have a history of drug abuse. Although the effect of race and ethnicity on likelihood of arrest and
incarceration has been known for quite some time, looking at them as intersecting characteristics
with gender and sexual identity, geographic location, education, and the availability of support
systems, appears to be an area in the literature that needs further exploration.
Age differences also appeared to be an important factor for this study. The nonincarcerated group had a mean age of 29, whereas the previously incarcerated group had a mean
age of 39. This may mean it is possible that the younger cohort may have only avoided
incarceration to this point and still could face incarceration in the future, considering the median
age of incarcerated people is 36 (BJS 2016). More data is needed to determine if this is the case,
or if there is some other factor of age that relates to this decade age difference between the two
groups.
Because the majority of the men in the previously incarcerated group were from and
currently live in urban areas, like Atlanta, Georgia, it seems locality plays a large role in the
likelihood of arrest and incarceration. Because of the increased transphobia in rural areas (Barton
2012; Mathers, Sumerau, Cragun 2018; Abelson 2019), I thought arrests would predominately
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take place in small towns. However, most of the arrests of these men occurred in urban areas.
This could be due to increased policing in urban areas, as well as the fact that most of the men
who were homeless at the time of their arrest lived in an urban area. In addition, trans identity
could interact with the urban locale as the men currently living in urban areas comprised most of
the sample (22 of 27). Therefore, the relationship between trans identity and locality could be
related to sampling methods and people’s willingness to talk to a researcher given where they
live. Future research is needed to determine the relationship between geographic location and
arrest and incarceration. Some other important extensions of this literature might be the
consideration of culture factors in the South, such as the pervasiveness of conservative
Protestants.
Education was also an important factor in whether or not the trans men in this study had
been incarcerated. All of those with the least amount of education (e.g. GED and high school
diplomas) had been previously incarcerated while all of those with more education (e.g.
bachelor’s and master’s degrees) had not been previously incarcerated. There are a few reasons
this is likely the case. Education is often used as a proxy for class, and class standing, especially
regarding how much money and individual or their family has. In his examination of “Saints”
(White upper-middle-class boys) and “Roughnecks” (White lower-class boys), Chambliss (1973)
found that the Saints engaged in similar delinquency, such as truancy, drinking, and vandalism,
as the Roughnecks. However, none of the Saints were ever arrested, but the Roughnecks were
often in trouble with police. Chambliss argued that because of their class status, the Roughnecks
were labeled as deviants and were treated accordingly. The Saints’ deviance, however, was
overlooked and deemed “less serious.” Educators more often excuse deviant behavior from
students with higher class backgrounds than those with lower class backgrounds (Chambliss
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1973). Deviant labels given to the lower-class students often stick with those youth who
sometimes end up in the juvenile and criminal justice systems. Therefore, education has a lot to
do with who ends up getting incarcerated and who ends up “going free.” Further research is
needed to determine what relationship education has with arrest and incarceration for trans
people since this has rarely been studied. In addition, further exploration of class standing in
childhood is needed among trans men to address the connection between class, education, and
incarceration.
Support Systems
Of the fifteen men in the previously incarcerated group, twelve felt they had at least one
form of support while growing up, and all of the men currently feel they have at least one
supportive person or group in their lives. Some examples of support systems while growing up
include siblings, parents, friends, other family members, and dating partners. Some examples of
support systems as adults include siblings, friends, parents, partners, and online and in-person
trans support groups. In comparison, ten of the twelve men in the non-incarcerated group
reported having at least one form of support while growing up (all except Ethan and Antonio),
and all but one respondent (Ethan) in this group currently has at least one supportive or positive
relationship. Some examples of support systems while growing up include parents, therapists,
friends, siblings, Pagan community, ROTC, aunt, grandfather, Girl Scouts, Taekwondo
instructor, and teachers. Some examples of support systems as adults include siblings, partners,
friends, parents, therapist, Alcoholics Anonymous, Goth community, FB support groups,
daughter, and co-workers.
Although support systems seemed similar between the two groups, it appears that those
with more than one source of support are more likely to be in the non-incarcerated group. Having
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more than multiple support systems (e.g. several friends, family members, and support groups)
may help mitigate the possibility of homelessness, which in turn, should lessen the likelihood of
incarceration. Additionally, the non-incarcerated group continue to have more support systems
and relationships as adults than do the previously incarcerated group. Some men in the former
group said that the support systems they currently have in place help keep them out of the
criminal justice system. For example, Sterling, a recovering alcoholic, said his support systems
like his partner and their family “play[ed] a big role” in his ability to get sober. In addition, he
said, “They did a lot of the work to find medical professionals or anything I needed… because I
wasn't in a place where I could help myself.”
Examining the role of support systems among trans men extends queer criminological
theory by centering the analysis on the rejection of trans men (Buist and Lenning 2016). In
addition, I incorporate trans men as the subject in this research in a way that values their
experiences (Schilt and Lagos 2017). Past research has neglected to do the same, which does not
allow for a deep understanding required to address the blurred boundary between the
victimization and offending among trans men (Peterson and Panfil 2014).
Offending
For the fifteen men who have previously been incarcerated, offenses ranged from
shoplifting with Dylan spending about twelve hours in jail, to conspiracy to commit robbery with
Stefan spending ten years in prison. Three men were charged with shoplifting, two were charged
with trespassing, four were charged with probation violations, five were charged with DUIs,
three faced drug charges, two had forgery charges, two had fraud charges, two had domestic
violence charges, and two were charged with conspiracy to commit robbery. Five men spent time
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in prison, 13 spent time in jail, two spent part of their sentence in a halfway house, and one spent
time in a tribal jail. Three men in this group had also previously been in a youth detention center.
Black people are more likely to be arrested for trespassing than Whites and spend more
time in jail than Whites for the same offense (ACLU 2015; Council on Crime and Justice).
Damion, a Black and Korean man in this study spent ten days in jail for loitering/trespassing, and
Miguel, a Black Hispanic man in this study spent four days in jail for trespassing. There is also a
racial bias in shoplifting arrests (Braun et al. 2018; Krasnovsky and Lane 1998; Dabney et al.
2006). Four of the five men in the non-incarcerated group who shoplifted identify as White and
non-Hispanic. Of the three men who were arrested for shoplifting, one was Chinese and
Lebanese (Matt), and one was a non-Hispanic White man; both these men were heroin addicts
and presented as such. The other respondent arrested for shoplifting is a Black and Latino man
who once stole groceries when he was a junior in college.
Five of the men in the non-incarcerated group also participated in shoplifting; six
reported drug use other than marijuana; four reported marijuana use in states where it is not legal
to do so; one participated in drug runs/deliveries; one participated in online sex work; and one
reported frequent drunk driving. In total, all 12 men admitted to engaging in illegal behavior.
However, two of the men only smoked marijuana twice, making their “criminal activity” very
minimal. Because so many of the men in the non-incarcerated group identify as White and nonHispanic, it seems as though race and ethnicity might play a large role in why they were not
targeted by the police for their criminal behavior. Additionally, age may be an important factor
since the non-incarcerated group was so much younger than the incarcerated group. In other
words, it may be the case that ten years from now, the non-incarcerated group becomes the
incarcerated group.
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Intersections and Pathways
Overall, race, ethnicity, and education appear to be the most telling intersecting
characteristics for incarceration of trans men. This supports research (Petersen 2017; Smith and
Levinson 2011; ACLU 2015; Braun et al. 2018) that shows that arrests and sentencing are
largely based on profiling. Men of color are profiled regardless of education or other
characteristics. White men with less education are more likely to have less cultural capital and
may embody stereotypes that police look for (Chambliss 1973). Since most of the men in this
study identified as male/men and present as male/men, it is not likely that their trans identities
were the sole factor in their incarceration. It is likely, however, their trans identities coupled with
their race and educational attainment did affect the likelihood of incarceration. However, once
arrested their trans identity often becomes paramount to the treatment they receive from the
criminal justice systems, especially when it comes to sentencing and experiences in jail/prison.
Trans men in this study experienced similar pathways to offending that previous studies
have verified for other populations. Childhood abuse by family members, sexual victimization,
and/or homelessness—often intertwined with drug abuse—was part of every interviewee’s story.
According to feminist pathways theory, early trauma leads to survival and coping (i.e. mental
health issues, substance use, running away, homelessness) and, in turn, early and continued
involvement in the criminal justice system. Unlike feminist pathways theory, the experiences
trans men in this study faced were all related to their gender identities or expressions. Although
the men in this study experienced victimization that would be expected with the more traditional
pathways theory, perhaps because they presented as cisgender girls and women at some point in
their lives, these pathways were complicated by their gender presentation. In addition, this
dissertation takes a comparative approach to feminist pathways perspectives. Unlike the original
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conception which did not sample non-incarcerated cisgender women, this dissertation study
does. In doing so, I find that the non-incarcerated group in this study experienced similar
“pathways” as the previously incarcerated group. Therefore, findings from the original research
on pathways perspective should be reassessed and a comparative analysis should take place.
While some of the experiences with these pathways were directly tied to the men’s
incarceration, others were traumatic experiences that increased minority stress and the likelihood
of future interactions with the criminal justice system. For instance, in terms of childhood abuse,
trans men’s early juvenile records often followed them into adulthood and led to harsher
punishments as adults. Similarly, the negative effects of sexual violence have been demonstrated
to be linked to depression, suicidal ideation, and substance abuse (Testa et al. 2012; Long and
Ullman 2013; Bouris, Everett, Heath, Elasaesser, and Neilands 2016), all of which could
exacerbate trans men’s interactions with the criminal justice system.
Homelessness seemed to have the most direct route to incarceration of the three pathways
to incarceration. By taking an intersectional approach with the queer criminological framework,
gaining a better understanding of this issue is possible. By queering feminist pathways theory,
trans men become an equal part of the discussion surrounding pathways to or away from the
criminal justice system. While the reasons for homelessness varied, all of the respondents who
had dealt with this issue either ran away or were kicked out of their homes because of their
gender and/or sexual identities. After being victimized and/or leaving their homes, these trans
men were too often left fighting for survival, with limited employment opportunities and
frequently directly living on the streets. These dire conditions created pathways to offending, and
eventually incarceration. Unfortunately, after incarceration most of these men became homeless
again continuing a seemingly never-ending; one that Zander said, “Just keeps getting worse.”
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As demonstrated in this dissertation, feminist pathways perspective can and should be
applied to trans men in a modified fashion. These findings show that pathways do matter for
trans men and there is some overlap between this group of men and the samples in the original
pathways literature. However, some pathways diverge and some additional pathways exist for
trans men. Among trans men in this study, child abuse—a main pathway in feminist pathways
perspective—is largely based on minority gender and sexual identities. In other words, trans men
may suffer abuse in their family in part because they are cis women but also because they belong
to the LGBTQ community. The combination of gender and sexual minority identity is
contextually different for this population than for the cis gender girls and women in the original
theory. Substance abuse is less prevalent among the men in this study than the girls and women
in feminist pathways perspective, so less focus should be put on this in future research applied to
trans men.
In addition, homelessness—a factor discussed in the original theory—is often tied to
family rejection among cis gender women. Family rejection may operate differently for LGBTQ
youth than for the focus of traditional pathways theories (cis gender women and girls). Family
rejection may have a unique tie to sexual identity for trans men that needs to be explored in the
future. Although cisgender girls and women in the original research experienced family
disruption, trans men may experience family rejection differently because of the additional
sexual minority status they are a part of. Examining the contextual elements of homelessness as a
pathway for LGBTQ youth and trans men in particular is an area in the pathways literature that is
not typically addressed and show the importance of intersectional examinations of pathways in
future research. Finally, in this dissertation, lack of support systems were a key finding. Because
the men in this study did not have many people to turn to for support for housing and other
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essential needs, they had a high percentage of homelessness (67% in the previously incarcerated
group; 80% of those were based on family rejection). Comparing trans men to cis gender women
in future research may allow us to tease out the nuanced differences between these two groups
and the pathways that lead them toward or away from crime.
This extension to the fields of feminist and queer criminology could open new avenues of
research on a population that is woefully understudied. While taking an intersectional approach
is becoming more “mainstream” in criminology, most scholars have yet to include trans
identities as an intersection worthy of study. Bringing intersectionality, feminist criminology,
and queer criminology together “seeks to highlight and draw attention to the stigmatization, the
criminalization, and…the rejection of the queer community” (Buist and Lenning 2016:1). This is
the direction in which to proceed in order to gain a better understanding of trans experiences
within the criminal justice system, and within society more generally.
Scholars can address these specific pathways by incorporating lessons on positive coping
skills in primary and secondary education. More encompassing child protection services for
gender and sexual minority youth is also needed. In addition, all juvenile records must be sealed
tight enough that police officers cannot use those records against detainees, as was done in
Lawrence’s case. Regarding juveniles, status offenses should not be reprimanded when they are
done in part to escape violence and discrimination in the home or school. Finally, in the criminal
justice system, homelessness and drug use should be decriminalized and better rehabilitation
services should be offered, rather than incarceration.
In sum, scholars cannot study trans men, without studying all of these intersecting
characteristics. Similarly, scholars cannot study any group without examining how
intersectionality effects all of their experiences. Race and education as intersecting
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characteristics with gender and sexual identities play a prominent role in arrest and lead to
further discrimination and violence following arrest. Furthermore, White trans men with money
and support systems often escape the criminal justice system altogether. In addition to race,
sexuality had a relationship with avoiding the criminal justice system. Only one of the 12 men in
the comparison group identified as straight/heterosexual. The remaining 11 identified as
bisexual, asexual, pansexual, gay, or queer. Therefore, future research should address this when
examining intersecting characteristics related to participation in or avoidance of the criminal
justice system. The inequalities of the criminal justice system must be viewed intersectionally
and all possible solutions moving forward must consider how each of these characteristics
influences the experiences of everyone in our society.
Limitations
There are some notable limitations to this dissertation study. First, as with most in-depth
semi-structured interview data, the findings are not generalizable, but instead, illustrate the lived
experiences of respondents in this study. The patterns found in responses are only relevant to
those who responded to the call for recruitment and took part in the interview process. My main
goal is to shed light on the varying pathways through discrimination and victimization that
contribute to the participation in or avoidance of the criminal justice system using the voices of
the trans men who have experienced them. Although the findings presented in this study are not
generalizable, prior research indicates that these patterns do exist across other populations.
An additional limitation to this study was the method used to collect the data. Due to
geographic distance, all interviews were done by phone, limiting the extent to which
interpretations about responses could be made. Finally, because of the difficult nature of finding
respondents who fit the narrow criteria for the study, varying sampling methods were employed.
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As discussed in the methods section of this dissertation, modifications to the IRB protocol were
made to add a non-incarcerated group to the study, as well as extending the use of social media
in helping to recruit participants. Altering sampling techniques during a study is not ideal but
was necessary to find respondents for this study.
Policy Implications
Understanding that trans men’s offending and incarceration are directly related to
victimization should change the way this population is addressed within criminal justice policy
and the criminal justice system. Before trans men get to the point of incarceration, there are
various points were criminal justice policy could be altered and society could intervene in order
to stop further run-ins with the law. Protecting trans men, as children and adults, from abuse,
violence, and poverty could deter offending in this population and lower the disproportionate
punishment U.S. criminal justice policy places on trans men.
Specifically, after-school programming for LGBTQ youth could be offered in safe
locations as a means of providing emotional support as well as a refuge from unsafe family
situations. For adults, more homeless shelters should be provided for trans people and/or existing
shelters should allow all-gender housing. In addition, once trans men are incarcerated, there are
several policy recommendations by organizations like the Department of Justice, the Department
of Corrections, World Professional Association for Transgender Health (WPATH), and The
National Center for Transgender Equality. These policy recommendations include access to
gender-appropriate undergarments and medical care to lessen negative effects of gender
dysphoria, limiting the use of solitary confinement, automatic classification and housing based
on sex characteristics, use of correct name and pronouns by correctional staff, LGBTQ-specific
training for all staff, contractors, and volunteers in the correctional system.
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Further, because the non-incarcerated group in this dissertation seemed to have more
support systems and positive relationships as adults than the previously incarcerated group, a
follow-up study with these men is needed to determine if that support helped reduce recidivism
or re-incarceration. Future research is also needed to address how multiple support systems in
childhood, rather than only one, is related to avoidance of the criminal justice system.
Additionally, identifying and evaluating support groups and prevention programming for trans
people on college and university campuses is necessary to help alleviate and prevent depression,
anxiety, suicidal ideation, discrimination, victimization, and offending.
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Transgender Men and the Criminal Justice System: Exploring Pathways and Barriers Interview Guide
Thank you for agreeing to this interview. Have you had a chance to read over the informed
consent form? Do you have any questions before we begin? As you read in the informed consent
form, the interview should last approximately 1 to 1.5 hours.
Demographics
I am going to begin by asking you some background questions. Remember, if there are any
questions you do not feel comfortable answering feel free to tell me to skip them and move on.
Also, remember your name will be changed in any publication of this research in order to
protect your confidentiality.
1. What is the name you go by today?
a. Is this name different from the name you were assigned at birth?
b. If so, how did you choose your name?
c. Did you legally change your name?
2. How old are you?
3. What is your race?
4. What is your ethnicity?
5. What is your current gender identity?
a. Please explain.
b. What are your pronouns?
c. Has your gender identity changed over the course of your life? If so, please explain.
6. How do you currently identify your sexuality?
a. Have you always identified your sexuality this way?
b. How did you identify prior to transition?
7. What is your highest level of education?
8. Where are you from originally? (If inside the US, ask for city and state.)
a. Where do you live now? (City and state)
Trans Identity
Now, let’s talk a little about gender identity and your experiences.
9. Could you describe how you realized you were ______ (fill in gender identity)?
a. How old were you when you began to identify as ______ (fill in gender identity)?
10. Do your friends know that you identify as ______ (fill in gender identity)?
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a. If so, what was their reaction?
b. If not, why have you decided not to disclose this information?
11. Does your family know that you identify as ______ (fill in gender identity)?
a. If so, what was their reaction?
b. If not, why have you decided not to disclose this information?
12. Do you think living in [your region] influences your ability to be out?
a. If so, tell me a little about that.
13. Are you currently taking or have plans to take hormones?
a. If so, when did you start hormone therapy?
b. Were you able to receive your hormones while incarcerated?
14. Have you or do you plan to have gender confirmation or affirmation surgery? Why or why
not?
a. If so, at what stage are you in this process currently?
b. If so, what further steps to you plan to take to align your body with your gender
identity?
c. Were you able to receive any gender confirmation or affirmation surgeries while
incarcerated?
15. What does masculinity mean to you?
16. Do you think your race/ethnicity plays a role in how you perform masculinity? How so?
Pathways
17. Could you tell me a little bit about the events that led up to your incarceration?
a. In what ways do you think your gender identity had anything to do with this, if at all?
i. What about your race, sexuality, ethnicity, or class?
18. How were your treated by your family growing up?
a. Did you experience violence or abuse by your family?
b. In what ways do you think your gender (and/or sexual) identity had anything to do
with this treatment, if at all?
19. Did you ever experience homelessness before incarceration?
a. In what ways do you think your gender (and/or sexual) identity had anything to do
with your homelessness/joblessness, if at all?
20. How many times have you been incarcerated? How long did you spend incarcerated?
21. Before incarceration, do you think you faced any prejudice or discrimination because you are
trans?
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a. Could you give me some examples?
Experiences in Correctional Facility
22. In what state were you incarcerated?
23. Tell me about your experiences while incarcerated.
a. What was an average day like?
b. What was the most difficult part of being incarcerated for you?
c. What coping strategies did you use?
24. During your incarceration, did you face any prejudice or discrimination based on your gender
identity?
a. Could you provide some examples?
25. How do you think being a trans man affected your experiences while incarcerated?
a. In terms of type of institution, garments, healthcare (e.g. hormone therapy available),
name used, pronouns, etc.?
Reentry
26. How have things been going for you now that you have been released?
27. What, if any, barriers have you faced since being released?
28. Tell me about your experiences finding housing after incarceration.
a. What is your current living situation? (halfway house, live alone, homeless, etc.)
29. Tell me about your experiences finding work after incarceration.
a. Are you currently employed?
b. If so, what do you do?
c. If you are willing to share, which of the following categories do you fit into when it
comes to yearly income: below $25K a year, between $25-50K a year, between $50100K a year, or over $100K a year?
30. Have you been able to find adequate healthcare for trans men after incarceration?
a. How has access to hormone treatment, insurance coverage, doctors who work
with/understand trans health been for you?
31. What type of support systems do you have now that you are no longer incarcerated?
32. If you had to give advice to a trans man who is about to be released from a correctional
facility about how to make the transition back to the outside world, what would you tell
them?
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Sexual Harassment/Assault
33. Can you think of any times you experienced sexual harassment in prison?
34. Can you think of any times you experienced sexual harassment outside of prison?
35. Did you experience sexual assault or rape in prison?
a. Can you talk about this experience?
b. How has this affected you?
36. Have you ever experienced sexual assault or rape outside of prison?
a. Can you talk about this experience?
b. How has this affected you?
37. In what ways do you think the sexual harassment or assault you experienced were related to
your gender identity (being a trans man)?
a. Can you explain?
Closing
38. If you could share advice with trans men, what advice would you give them?
39. If you could share advice with trans men who have been or are currently incarcerated, what
advice would you give them?
40. Is there anything else that we haven’t covered today that you would like to share with me?
Thank you so much for taking the time to interview with me today. Your feedback is extremely
valuable. Don’t forget that I provided my contact information on the informed consent form in
case you need any assistance. In addition, I’m emailing you a list of resources in case this
interview brought up any issues you need to discuss with someone further.
Do you have any further questions for me?
Do you know anyone else who might be interested in participating in this study?
Thank you!
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Transgender Men and the Criminal Justice System: Exploring Pathways and Barriers –
Comparison Interview Guide
Thank you for agreeing to this interview. Have you had a chance to read over the informed
consent form? Do you have any questions before we begin? As you read in the informed
consent form, the interview should last approximately 45 minutes to 1 hour.
Demographics
I am going to begin by asking you some background questions. Remember, if there are any
questions you do not feel comfortable answering feel free to tell me to skip them and move on.
Also, remember your name will be changed in any publication of this research in order to
protect your confidentiality.
1. What is the name you go by today?
a. Is this name different from the name you were assigned at birth?
b. If so, how did you choose your name?
c. Did you legally change your name?
2. How old are you?
3. What is your race?
4. What is your ethnicity?
5. What is your current gender identity?
a. Please explain.
b. What are your pronouns?
c. Has your gender identity changed over the course of your life? If so, please
explain.
6. How do you currently identify your sexuality?
a. Have you always identified your sexuality this way?
b. How did you identify prior to transition?
7. What is your highest level of education?
8. Where are you from originally? (If inside the US, ask for city and state.)
a. Where do you live now? (City and state)
Trans Identity
Now, let’s talk a little about gender identity and your experiences.
9. Could you describe how you realized you were ______ (fill in gender identity)?
a. How old were you when you began to identify as ______ (fill in gender identity)?
10. Do your friends know that you identify as ______ (fill in gender identity)?
a. If so, what was their reaction?
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b. If not, why have you decided not to disclose this information?
11. Does your family know that you identify as ______ (fill in gender identity)?
a. If so, what was their reaction?
b. If not, why have you decided not to disclose this information?
12. Do you think living in [your region] influences your ability to be out?
a. If so, tell me a little about that.
13. Are you currently taking or have plans to take hormones?
a. If so, when did you start hormone therapy?
14. Have you or do you plan to have gender confirmation or affirmation surgery? Why or why
not?
a. If so, at what stage are you in this process currently?
b. If so, what further steps to you plan to take to align your body with your gender
identity?
15. What does masculinity mean to you?
16. Do you think your race/ethnicity plays a role in how you perform masculinity? How so?
Pathways
17. Did your family face any difficulties while you were growing up?
a. If so, what were they?
18. How were your treated by your family growing up?
a. Did you experience violence or abuse by your family?
b. Did you ever feel isolated by your family?
i. If so, in what ways?
c. In what ways do you think your gender (and/or sexual) identity had anything to do
with this treatment, if at all?
19. Did you ever experience homelessness over the course of your lifetime?
a. In what ways do you think your gender (and/or sexual) identity had anything to do
with your homelessness/joblessness, if at all?
20. Do you think you faced any prejudice or discrimination because you are trans?
a. Could you give me some examples?
21. What types of support systems/positive relationships did you have growing up?
a. [probe for church groups, schools, organizations, in general, if no people come up]
22. Have you ever participated in criminal activity in which you did not “get caught?”
a. If so, what activity?
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i. [probe for drug use, running away, prostitution, theft, assault, etc. if it
doesn’t come up in previous answer]
b. If yes, why do you think you have avoided the criminal justice system?
c. Would the fear of “getting caught” ever deter you from participating in this
activity?
i. Please explain
23. Have you ever been stopped by the police for anything (e.g. traffic violation, shoplifting,
loitering, etc.)?
a. If so, what activity?
b. What was the outcome of this stop?
24. What types of support systems do you currently have in place?
25. Have these people helped you avoid the criminal justice system?
a. If yes, how so?
Sexual Harassment/Assault
26. Can you think of any times you experienced sexual harassment?
27. Have you ever experienced sexual assault or rape?
a. Can you talk about this experience?
b. How has this affected you?
28. In what ways do you think the sexual harassment or assault you experienced were related
to your gender identity (being a trans man)?
a. Can you explain?
Housing, Employment, & Healthcare
29. What, if any, barriers have you faced trying to find housing?
30. Do you currently have secure housing?
a. Please describe current living situation
31. What, if any, barriers have you faced trying to find employment?
32. Are you currently employed?
a. If so, what do you do?
b. If you are willing to share, which of the following categories do you fit into when
it comes to yearly income: below $25K a year, between $25-50K a year, between
$50-100K a year, or over $100K a year?
33. Have you been able to find adequate healthcare for trans men?
a. How has access to hormone treatment, insurance coverage, doctors who work
with/understand trans health been for you?
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Closing
34. Is there anything else that we haven’t covered today that you would like to share with me?
Thank you so much for taking the time to interview with me today. Your feedback is extremely
valuable. Don’t forget that I provided my contact information on the informed consent form in
case you need any assistance. In addition, I’m emailing you a list of resources in case this
interview brought up any issues you need to discuss with someone further.
Do you have any further questions for me?
Do you know anyone else who might be interested in participating in this study?
Thank you!
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APPENDIX C
FREEDOM OVERGROUND –AN OVERVIEW OF THE ORGANIZATION, DIRECTOR,
AND TRANS INCARCERATION
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Freedom Overground is a non-profit organization based in Atlanta, Georgia that aids
previously incarcerated transgender men and gender nonconforming people to find housing, jobs,
and social support. Pinky Shear, the founder and director of Freedom Overground, described the
goals of the organization as helping trans men and nonconforming people find work in the
“overground” economy, providing clients with resources they need to fight for their rights, and
making sure that clients do not end up in the same situation that led to their initial incarceration.
Shear said all of her clients were incarcerated due to crimes they committed for survival.
Shear, who identifies as a White, cisgender woman, also spent a brief amount of time in
Pulaski State Prison, where she met Ky. From her own experience in the prison, she explained
that correctional officers are encouraged to use gendered pronouns. They refer to all of the
inmates as ladies, ma’am, and Miss. She referred to an incident when a correctional officer call
Ky, “Miss Peterson.” Ky responded, “I’m not a Miss. I’m a man. I’m a guy.” The officer was
confused and said, “No. You’re a female.” To which, Shear responded, “No. He’s trans.”
Apparently this was the first time the correctional officer had ever met a trans person.
In addition to meeting Ky while incarcerated, Shear also met another trans man who was
in his 70s. He didn’t even understand what it meant to be trans, and said, “I don’t know what that
means. All I know is I’ve always been a man who was born in the wrong body.” Shear said the
stories of these two trans men led her to found Freedom Overground in order to help trans
inmates get access to information and support. She explained how the network of information
dissemination started through what the inmates called, “inmate.com.” Shear said this is not an
actual website, rather it was how inmates communicated with one another and shared resources
and information. After Shear was released from prison, she continued to help Ky, and once he
was allowed to start hormones, other trans inmates began to hear about her and ask for help.
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Shear said that her ultimate goal for Freedom Overground is “to put myself out of
business, to make it so that my services are not necessary because they shouldn’t be.” Shear
believed that the information and services Freedom Overground provides are so basic that the
organization should not have to exist. For instance, she said, “I shouldn’t have to say, ‘Don’t
rape people, don’t rape trans prisoners.’ I shouldn’t have to tell people, ‘Give [trans people] their
medicine, they need it.’” Shear believed that the best way to reach her goal of no longer having
to explain basic things to people within the correctional system was to support trans kids through
youth programs. She said, “If we can support education among parents who have trans children
and education in schools and education through those things, we’re reducing the risk of trans
kids being incarcerated greatly.”
As of 2019, Shear said Freedom Overground was a small organization, and this allowed
the organization to get more accomplished. She explained that larger organizations are fighting
nationally for policy change, but her goal is to provide direct support to trans and nonconforming
people in Georgia. Shear said she liked running a small organization because she is able to email
and write letters to every one of her clients each week. Directly communicating with trans and
nonconforming inmates is vital to Shear’s goal of making sure that none of her clients feel like
they have been forgotten or abandoned in a flawed system.
When I discussed trans men and gender nonconforming people’s interactions with the
criminal justice system with Shear, she provided examples and recommendations for each of the
areas of the criminal justice system that this dissertation has discussed. Overall, Shear argued
that gender identity played a role in “every single one” of her clients’ arrests. For example, many
of the clients of Freedom Overground were arrested because their identity documentation did not
match their gender presentation. Shear explained that often police officers used “incongruent
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documents” as an explanation for arrest. In addition to identifying as trans, most clients at
Freedom Overground, also identify as men of color. In rural Georgia, being a man of color or
trans is enough to get you arrested, holding both identities simultaneously meant these men were
at an even higher likelihood of arrest. Shear said that race and gender identity both played a huge
role in why these men were arrested and incarcerated. Ky, a Black trans man explained,
“Fundamentally, I have to transition to be who I am. Who I am just happens to be the person that
is the target by our law enforcement throughout history.
The discrimination doesn’t stop at arrest. Shear argued that rurality and the South also
played a huge part in why some trans men she worked with were sentenced for long periods of
time and were denied access to gender appropriate medical care and undergarments. She
compared the case of a trans woman of color, CeCe McDonald, to Ky’s case as an example of
how rurality and region plays a role in trans discrimination in the criminal justice system. Both
cases occurred in 2011, just four months apart, but CeCe was in an urban area in the Midwest
and Ky in a rural area in the South.
CeCe McDonald, a trans woman of color, left a bar with her friends in Minneapolis,
Minnesota and was harassed with racial and transphobic comments by at least four people. When
trying to walk away, one of the women attackers smashed a beer bottle in McDonald’s face, then
one of the men attackers followed her as she tried to flee. McDonald pulled out a pair of scissors
from her purse for protection; in the struggle, the man was stabbed with the scissors (National
LGBTQ Task Force 2014). McDonald was charged with first-degree murder. Shear said because
she was in an urban area with a strong LGBT community, “people fought for her.” As a result of
this fight for CeCe, the charge was reduced to second-degree manslaughter, and was sentenced to
41 months in a men’s prison of which she served 19 months.
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On the contrary, Shear argued that Ky’s case should have also been self-defense, because
he murdered his attacker who was raping him. Rather than give Ky a reasonable plea deal, or
rule in his favor due to self-defense, Ky’s first plea deal was involuntary manslaughter with a
sentence of 30 years in prison. In contrast to CeCe, Shear explained that Ky “had no one down
there supporting him, no community backing him up, nobody fighting to get him out.”
Ultimately, Ky was charged with involuntary manslaughter and sentenced to 20 years, with 15 of
those to be served in prison. This sentence exceeded Georgia’s limits for involuntary
manslaughter, so in 2017 he was granted a resentencing hearing, but he was denied release and
his sentence was changed from involuntary to voluntary manslaughter providing the state of
Georgia legal justification for the 20-year sentence. Shear said this change was allowed because
they said Ky agreed to voluntary manslaughter in verbal transcripts, although they were told no
transcripts existed. When they tried to fight this change, the court claimed “clerical error” and
the sentence stood. When I spoke with Shear in 2019, Ky was serving in his eighth year of this
sentence.
Once sentenced, trans men and nonconforming people continue to face prejudice in
discrimination, starting with where they are housed. When I asked Shear how and where she
thought trans men should be classified and housed in the prison system, she was noticeably
hesitant to answer. Shear explained, “It’s a… tough one because… a women’s prison would be
the safest place for them even though it’s not still so much super safe. A men’s facility also
would not be safe. Ideally, you could do an LGBT facility.” However, Shear notes that
abolishing the current prison system in the U.S. would be the best idea. She said that “not a
single one” of her clients have committed crimes that should merit a long prison sentence of five,
10, or 15 years. She argued that all of her clients could have avoided the criminal justice system
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altogether “had they had access to proper medical care, had they had access to proper mental
health care, had they had family support, community support, had they had access to safe
housing.” For instance, Shear points out that there are no homeless shelters that will house trans
people in Atlanta, or in the state of Georgia, which often leads trans people to prison.
After being incarcerated, Shear explained that the Georgia State Department of
Corrections has a “vicious visitation and communication policy,” which only allows immediate
family to visit or talk with inmates. She said, “This policy directly impacts marginalized, poor
people of color, and LGBT people, particularly people who have been abandoned by their
families.” Furthermore, Shear stated that treatment of the inmates by the correctional officers is
often dependent on gender identity. She said a lot of this has to do with a lack of training and
compensation for correctional officers. Correctional officers in Georgia make very little money,
according to Shear “maybe $20,000, it’s barely above poverty level.” Most of the correctional
officers have only had six to 12 weeks of training, nothing more. Which may not be the worst
thing since they are “trained to treat inmates as if they’re not human beings.” Furthermore, the
correctional officers and staff are not fulfilling the standards of the Prison Rape Elimination Act.
Shear explained that they do not really complete the classes that they are required to take; rather
having a secretary sit through them and then signing off the completion certificates once the
secretary prints them. Shear said, she “was told by a correctional officer that that’s how they pass
their PREA testing.”
Incarcerated trans men in Georgia have a very difficult time getting approved for
hormone initiation. Using Ky’s experience as an example, Shear explained, that Ky was forced
to go through three sessions with the prison therapist before they would approve hormones. After
being approved for hormones, trans men at the facility Ky is located in must wait to see an
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endocrinologist in Augusta, Georgia, a trip the prison allows once every six months. This was of
course after Shear had to explain to the officers at the correctional facility that trans men really
do exist. She said, “I had to put this packet together getting the visual reports from the endocrine
society of America that says, ‘This is how you treat transgender men, and these are the processes
and procedures’… in order to prove to the state of Georgia that trans men exist so that we could
have hormones for them.”
When I asked Shear how the warden justified her belief that trans men don’t exist, when
the state of Georgia already acknowledged the existence of trans women in Ashley Diamond,
Shear said she was confused about the same thing. In 2015, Ashley Diamond, a trans woman of
color, won her case against the Georgia Department of Correction which changed their policy
regarding medical care, gender-appropriate clothing, and safe housing for trans inmates. Shear
said to the warden, “You know there is a full-on policy for the treatment of transgender inmates.”
The warden replied, “We don’t have that here because there aren’t any trans women here.”
In addition to the warden being uneducated on trans issues, the prison doctor also posed a
threat to Ky’s safety. When Ky told Shear that he was uncomfortable with the doctor on staff
administering his hormones, she asked for the help of a reporter at the Atlanta Journal
Constitution (AJC) to investigate. The reporter started an investigative report on doctors in
Georgia prisons and found that 11 of 50 doctors in Georgia prisons were not licensed to practice
medicine. The doctor at Pulaski State Prison was one of those doctors no licensed. In fact, the
reporter found that this doctor “was directly connected to the deaths of nine women, indirectly
connected and responsible for the deaths of nearly 20.” Furthermore, he found that “there are
currently over $3.5 million in lawsuits against the state of Georgia because of medical neglect.”
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If trans men and nonconforming people survive the correctional system, Shear explained
that it is not easy to keep track of the clients once they leave prison, which makes it difficult to
help them obtain housing, medical care, and employment. For Shear, one of her biggest concerns
for newly released trans men “is making sure there’s no gaps in your medical care, and how
you’re doing, from the time you leave the facility, to the time that you come home.” The lack of
access to housing after release also makes the continuation of hormone injections difficult.
Additionally, access to legal employment is difficult to find due to transphobia and
discrimination (Grant et al. 2011; Schilt and Lagos 2017; Spade 2015; Stanley and Smith 2015).
Without access to legal work, trans people are often forced into underground or informal work
(e.g. sex work, selling drugs), which inevitably increases the likelihood that they will again be
exposed to the criminal justice system (Frederick 2014). Freedom Overground is actively
working to provide access to overground, or work in the formal economy.
Shear estimates that about 1,500 trans people are incarcerated in the state of Georgia.
Housing after incarceration is made even more difficult because the trans men are sent to the few
women’s prisons scattered over the state of Georgia, often damaging familial ties and community
connections, thereby making it more difficult to secure housing once released. Therefore, she
said that a major project she is working on at Freedom Overground is to start a facility to house
recently incarcerated trans people. Since there are no halfway houses, programs, or homeless
shelters that will house trans people, it is very difficult for Freedom Overground to help their
clients. If the issue of housing is solved, then she will be able to help trans people find
employment and other resources, which is difficult to do with transient clients. After
accomplishing this goal, Shear argued the next most important step is setting up LGBT centers in
rural communities in the South. She said, “If we could get them to educate the medical
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community in rural communities in these areas, then folks can go into a doctor’s office... and the
doctor can provide care.” Overall, education and safety are the two vital resources needed for
trans people in Georgia. There are a lot of ways to provide this, but Shear explained that
something has to be done. She said, I shouldn’t be the one to have to do this all, but no one else
is taking the lead in Georgia. No one is caring for trans people here.
Conclusion
Pinky Shear, the Director of Freedom Overground Organization, has been leading the
fight for trans men’s rights in Georgia correctional facilities for the past several years. The
clients of Freedom Overground are almost all trans men of color from Georgia, all of whom
Shear believes were discriminated against because of their gender identity and presentation.
When public support is sometimes available for trans people accused of crimes, like in CeCe
McDonald’s case, it tends to be, according to Shear, in larger urban areas; not rural Southern
areas like the men come from in this study. Therefore, not only does gender identity and
presentation play a role in arrest, it also plays a role in sentencing.
Trans men are almost always in correctional facilities with women because housing and
classification decisions are based on biological sex. Although being housed with women is most
likely safer than being housed with males, Pinky argues that housing decisions should be left up
to the individual. Or better yet, the prison system should be abolished altogether. While
incarcerated, Pinky said, correctional officers rarely use the correct pronouns with trans inmates.
In addition, healthcare within correctional facilities is lacking essential needs for trans men. Not
only are they not granted appropriate mental health care and general medical care, they are also
denied access to hormone replacement therapy. While experts agree that continuation or the
initial start of HRT is vital to mental health and greatly decreases suicidal ideation (Drakeford
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2018; National Center for Transgender Equality), the vast majority of trans men are denied
access to these drugs.
While incarcerated, visitation and outside communication (i.e. mail) are often limited to
“family.” Because many trans men lose contact with their families after “coming out,” this
restrictive policy further exacerbates issues related to reentry. Without maintaining contacts
when incarcerated, trans men are left with fewer options for housing and employment when
released. Because of lack of resources for trans men who are released from a correctional
facility, many end up participating in the underground economy. Ultimately, lack of resources or
the ability to access resources, is often the cause of trans men returning to correctional facilities.
In sum, there is a lot to be learned from non-profit organizations who are fighting with
their feet on the ground. Shear’s assessment of the situation in Georgia provides a snapshot of
the broader issues trans and nonconforming people are dealing with across the United States, but
especially in rural areas in the South. The good news is that Shear has won many battles, and
after nine years of incarceration, Ky is being released in July of 2020. Nevertheless, as a
condition of his parole, he cannot return to his hometown, and there is currently a GoFundMe
campaign going on to provide resources for Ky so that he can find housing once he is released.
As this dissertation, and Shear’s interview, demonstrate, there are many more battles to be won
for trans and nonconforming people who interact with the criminal justice system.
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Mississippi State University
Informed Consent Form for Participation in Research
Title of Research Study: Transgender Men and the Criminal Justice System: Exploring
Pathways and Barriers
Study Site: Atlanta, GA
Researchers: Sarah Rogers, Dr. Nicole Rader, Dr. Kimberly Kelly, Dr. Braden Leap, Dr. Tara
Sutton (all From Mississippi State University)
Purpose
The purpose of this research is to understand the experiences of Southern transgender men who
have experiences with the criminal justice system. Research questions relate to the varying
pathways that preceded incarceration, experiences while incarcerated, and barriers to success
after release from correctional facilities.
Procedures
If you choose to participate in this study, you will be asked to participate in a face-to-face
interview concerning your gender identity and your experiences with the criminal justice system.
The interview will take approximately 45 minutes to 1.5 hours to complete, depending on the
amount of information you feel comfortable sharing. All interviews will be audio recorded.
Risks or Discomforts
As with all interviews, there is a potential risk for discomfort when dealing with sensitive issues.
If at any time during the interview your level of discomfort becomes too great, you may end the
interview immediately or skip any question(s) you do feel uncomfortable answering.
Benefits
By participating in this study, you have the ability to have your voice heard and provide valuable
information about the experiences of trans men in the South who have previously been in the
criminal justice system. Although you will not benefit directly from participating, your
participation will add to the literature by contributing new information and insights on this
important topic. Additionally, this study has the ability to benefit society by providing
information about specific issues trans men face in the criminal justice system and ways to
address these issues.
Incentive to participate
There is no monetary compensation for participating in this study.
Confidentiality
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All records will be kept confidential; only myself and other authorized researchers on this project
will have access to the information. All information will be stored on a secure laptop and
external hard drive to ensure confidentiality. Once data collection is complete, you will be
assigned a pseudonym (a made-up name) in order to maintain your confidentiality. Following the
completion of the study, data will be stripped of identifiers and replaced with only pseudonyms.
Please note that these records will be held by a state entity and therefore are subject to disclosure
if required by law. Research information may be shared with the MSU Institutional Review
Board (IRB) and the Office for Human Research Protections (OHRP) and others who are
responsible for ensuring compliance with laws and regulations related to research. The
information from the research may be published for scientific purposes; however, your identity
will not be given out.
Questions
If you have any questions about this research project or want to provide input, please feel free to
contact Sarah Rogers at (515) 988-6120 or sr1114@msstate.edu.
For questions regarding your rights as a research participant or to request information, please feel
free to contact the MSU Human Research Protection Program (HRPP) by e-mail at
irb@research.msstate.edu, or visit our participant page on the website at
http://orc.msstate.edu/humansubjects/participant/.
To report problems, concerns, or complaints pertaining to your involvement in this research
study, you may do so anonymously by contacting the MSU Ethics Line at
http://www.msstate.ethicspoint.com/.
Voluntary Participation
Please understand that your participation is voluntary. Your refusal to participate will
involve no penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. You may
discontinue your participation at any time without penalty or loss of benefits.
Options for Participation
Please initial your choice for the options below:
___The researchers may contact me again to participate in future research activities.
___The researchers may NOT contact me again regarding future research.

Please take all the time you need to read through this document and decide whether
you would like to participate in this research study.
If you agree to participate in this research study, please sign below. You will be given a
copy of this form for your records.
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________________________________
Participant Signature

__________
Date

________________________________
Investigator Signature

__________
Date
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Mississippi State University
Informed Consent Form for Participation in Research
Title of Research Study: Transgender Men and the Criminal Justice System: Exploring
Pathways and Barriers
Study Site: Atlanta, GA
Researchers: Sarah Rogers, Dr. Nicole Rader, Dr. Kimberly Kelly, Dr. Braden Leap, Dr.
Tara Sutton (all From Mississippi State University)
Purpose
The purpose of this research is to understand the experiences of transgender men who
have not been previously incarcerated. Research questions relate to varying support
systems.
Procedures
If you choose to participate in this study, you will be asked to participate in a phone
interview concerning your gender identity and your experiences with support systems.
The interview will take approximately 1 hour to complete, depending on the amount of
information you feel comfortable sharing. All interviews will be audio recorded.
Risks or Discomforts
As with all interviews, there is a potential risk for discomfort when dealing with sensitive
issues. If at any time during the interview your level of discomfort becomes too great, you
may end the interview immediately or skip any question(s) you do feel uncomfortable
answering.
Benefits
By participating in this study, you have the ability to have your voice heard and provide
valuable information about the experiences of trans men and their support systems.
Although you will not benefit directly from participating, your participation will add to the
literature by contributing new information and insights on this important topic.
Additionally, this study has the ability to benefit society by providing information about
specific issues trans men face and ways to address these issues.
Incentive to participate
There is a $15 Target gift card as compensation for participating in this study.
Confidentiality
All records will be kept confidential; only myself and other authorized researchers on this
project will have access to the information. All information will be stored on a secure laptop
and external hard drive to ensure confidentiality. Once data collection is complete, you will
be assigned a pseudonym (a made-up name) in order to maintain your confidentiality.
Following the completion of the study, data will be stripped of identifiers and replaced with
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only pseudonyms.
Please note that these records will be held by a state entity and therefore are subject to
disclosure if required by law. Research information may be shared with the MSU
Institutional Review Board (IRB) and the Office for Human Research Protections (OHRP)
and others who are responsible for ensuring compliance with laws and regulations related
to research. The information from the research may be published for scientific purposes;
however, your identity will not be given out.
Questions
If you have any questions about this research project or want to provide input, please
feel free to contact Sarah Rogers at (515) 988-6120 or sr1114@msstate.edu.
For questions regarding your rights as a research participant or to request information,
please feel free to contact the MSU Human Research Protection Program (HRPP) by email at irb@research.msstate.edu, or visit our participant page on the website at
http://orc.msstate.edu/humansubjects/participant/.
To report problems, concerns, or complaints pertaining to your involvement in this research
study, you may do so anonymously by contacting the MSU Ethics Line at
http://www.msstate.ethicspoint.com/.
Voluntary Participation
Please understand that your participation is voluntary. Your refusal to participate will
involve no penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. You may
discontinue your participation at any time without penalty or loss of benefits.
Options for Participation

Please initial your choice for the options below:
The researchers may contact me again to participate in future research activities.
The researchers may NOT contact me again regarding future research.
Please take all the time you need to read through this document and decide whether
you would like to participate in this research study.
If you agree to participate in this research study, please sign below. You will be given a copy of

Participant Signature

Date

Investigator Signature

Date
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Research Participant Satisfaction Survey
In an effort to ensure ongoing protections of human subjects participating in
research, the MSU HRPP would like for research participants to complete this
anonymous survey to let us know about your experience. Your opinion is important,
and your responses will help us evaluate the process for participation in research
studies. https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/M5M95YF
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Thank you for your participation in this study. I appreciate all the information you have
provided and sincerely hope that this project did not cause you distress in recollecting
past experiences. We’d like to make you aware of community resources. For general
counseling services, you may contact Atlanta Pride Mind, Atlanta’s LGBTQ+ Mental
Health and Counseling Services at 770-674-0553. You may also visit
http://www.algbtic.org/georgia.html for a list of verified LGBTQ+ affirming therapists in
Georgia. For services specifically for sexual assault, you may contact the National Sexual
Assault Hotline at 800-656-HOPE (4673) or visit their website
at https://www.rainn.org/about-national-sexual-assault-telephone-hotline. In addition to
these resources, you may contact Freedom Overground, Corp., an organization that
provides support to transgender and gender non-conforming individuals, at
admin@freedomoverground.org.
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